Chapter Fifteen



Day Five: Wednesday



MEI



	I went to my office to look up the records, to check if Loong might have cut a deal with the police in the last six months. I stepped into the glass elevator. The view from the lift made Andy go - wow! - but the city skyline just makes me yawn. Ever since I was a kid, one look at the skyscrapers, and I wanted to emigrate.

	I blame this malaise on watching too many episodes of  “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous”. This appears on TV every public holiday, providing the local huddled masses with vicarious enjoyment of  Jamaica, Beverly Hills and the Cayman Islands. Mr. Leach has yet to stopover at Singapore, and I don’t blame him, what can he say - “with its flyovers,  four-lane asphalt highways, modern industrial parks, oil refineries and first-class airport, Singapore is, um, um - maybe we should do another location, Bob.” 

	Two hundred years ago, Singapore had nothing going for it, zip, apart from trees, grass, thirty-seven fishermen and the occasional outbreak of malaria and yellow fever. When Raffles founded the island as a free port in 1819, everything was torn down and built from scratch. And that’s the problem. Everything is so modern. It’s been designed by architects who believe that joy and beauty have been annexed from the universe, designers taught to respond to the untrained bystander’s comment - ‘but it’s just so ugly’ - by chanting the mantra, “Form follows function”. The URA designed the city to be commercial and utilitarian, rather than exciting and exotic, with all the charm of a cement mixer. In the Eighties, they went ape-shit with skyscrapers, so that future generations could say to their Western rivals, neyeah-neyeah, my Daddy can build a bigger hotel than your Daddy. Nowadays, new buildings sprout and spurt like exploding pop corn. Constructed with chrome and black glass, these buildings give a post-modern wink to Asian and Western traditions, i.e. they have green roof tiles like dragon scales, which are supported by Roman pillars. The new buildings also make no attempt to hide the huge pipes and taps, but exult in showing the plumbing system in all its sanitary glory.

	To be fair, there is something exotic about Singapore. The only problem is it’s all manufactured by the Tourist Board. They bulldozed all the old colonial, Peranakan shop houses to promote commerce and maintain cleanliness. Then they built new replicas of the condemned buildings, so you’ve got all this historical stuff that’s so quaint, just like in the olden days, but with all the dirty and dangerous bits taken out. But a house that looks like it was built in the age of Raffles, but is shinier than a hot waxed Ferrari and reeks of fresh paint - it’s just not the same.

	Like Disney World, anything alluring and exotic is fake and sanitised. Singapore has the best man-made everything - it has the tallest man-made waterfall, one of the world’s best zoos, a great bird park and underwater world.  It’s what Nature is like after it’s been dry cleaned, mass-produced and sold in shiny pink plastic vials. Everything’s been scrubbed down, made child-proof, and pre-packaged for public consumption. Like the cleanest theme park in the world, trash on the Singapore streets has a life-span of thirty seconds. When Andy arrived in Singapore, like all first-time visitors, the first thing he said was, “This place is so clean”. But what’s so great about cleanliness? It’s a grossly over-valued virtue. Nobody visits a place just because it’s hygienic,  you don’t hear husbands going “Hey Margaret, we just have to go off to Gleneagles Hospital this weekend, I just love that antiseptic ambience.” Singapore is like Disney World minus the giant rodents and the fun. 	



*



	Going Abroad was the core motivating principle of my life, and my mother knew it. When I was a kid, my mother motivated me by setting the Holy Grail before me - Going to Disney World. “If you get four A stars for your P.S.L.E.,” she said, “then Mummy and Daddy will bring you to Disney Land.” 

When I finally attained those stars, my mother bought me a Mickey Mouse lantern instead. 

I was a sobbing wreck. “I don’t want a lantern, I want to see the real Mickey Mouse.” 

My father told me to stop whining, or he would smack me and give me something really worthwhile to cry about.

When you’re young, you forgive your parents for lying to you. And throughout Secondary School, my mother regained my trust and successfully dangled the old carrot of the Chance to Live Abroad. Whenever I got lazy - “Ma, I don’t want to read any more of the dictionary, it’s so boring”, she would say, “If you don’t memorise five pages of the dictionary everyday, how are you to improve your English? And if your English not good, then you cannot go UK to study. Mummy and Daddy got save up enough money for you, so you can go to any university you want. But you have to get good results first.” When I was eighteen, I finally got those good results. I got straight As, fulfilling the entry requirements to read law at University College, London. 

We went to Ah Kow’s coffee-shop to celebrate. We sat down on the wobbly stools at our usual table. Even though Ah Kow  is filthy rich - he has a Rolex and a Mercedes - he still wears his cockroach-bitten singlet.  He slammed the dirty plastic plates and glasses against each other, and lifted them to his body with a sweep of his right arm. His left hand, armed with a dirty grey table-cloth, slid around the wooden table, brushing the stray bones, strands of noodles, and coffee-stains onto the pile of dirty dishes.

"What you want?" Ah Kow said.

"Sharks fin soup. Sweet and sour pork. Fried noodles. Braised beef in claypot - no chilli. Five bowls of rice. Almond jelly dessert," my mother said. "My daughter got four As today.” 

“You going to study what?” Ah Kow said.

“Law.”

“Go NUS, is it?” 

I shook my head and told him that I wasn’t going to the National University of Singapore. “I’m going to London.”

After I said that, my parents remained quiet for quite a while. I chatted on, talked about going to Harrods, and told them to make up a list of things they wanted me to buy for them from England.

Then my father said, “You’re not going to London. You’re going to NUS.”

“Why? But you promised.” 

“I say it’s okay for you to go, but your mother say cannot. She bu she de.”

So that was the line. Bu she de - my mother wasn’t willing to pay the cost. I should have seen it all along. My mother bu she de a lot of things, it was difficult to get her spend large amounts of money on anything - like when we tried to get her to buy a microwave, she just said, “Wah, so expensive, I buy, make my heart painful, I bu she de.”

“But you always told me that it wasn’t too expensive,” I said, “You always told me that you could afford to send me abroad. You always said that as long as I got good results, you would send me to any university I wanted. Why do you think I studied so hard?”

“It’s not the money,” my father said, “We’re afraid that if you go abroad, you’ll never come back.”

“But I will. I promise.”

“That’s what they always say,” my mother said, “That’s what Mrs Lam told me, she said, ‘Once you let them go, they never come back.  They say they will visit you, or phone you, but they bluff. You'll never see her again.’”

Mrs Lam’s daughter, Lisa, went to America to study, where she met her husband. Now she’s living permanently in Chicago.

“What if you’re like Lisa?” my mother said. “Go abroad, marry a white man, an ang mo. Now Mrs Lam only see her once every five years, only see her grandchildren once every five years. Mrs Lam always come to me and complain, ‘Ai-ya, I never get to see my Lisa, it make me so gek sim - make my heart so pain. Why you think Mrs Lam got so many grey hairs? You want me to look like her?”

Considering that Mrs Lam looked like Jabba the Hutt, I could hardly have said ‘yes’.

“But I will come back once I finish studying in England,” I said, “I won’t make any ang mo boyfriends. I promise.”

“You’re only saying that. I know you, you’re like your Uncle Cheong,” my mother said.

“What do you mean?”

“Banana,” my father said.

“I see your room - all English books, your posters - all English singers, American movies,” my mother said, “You always complain to me, ‘Singapore so boring’. I know, once I let you go, you’ll never come back. I lose money, lose anything else, never mind, but I cannot lose you.”

I didn’t say anything. I sat there, and at that moment, all I could see in my mind was the Mickey Mouse lantern.

Ah Kow stood in his cooking cubicle. He splashed water onto the noodles, shook the three dark bottles, the holy trinity of Chinese cooking - sesame oil, black sauce, and soy sauce - at the wok. The air crackled as steam spurted from the wok and enveloped the room.

"The smoke is getting to me," I said, and left the table.

	My mother followed me. “Why you angry with me? I only don’t let you go to England because I love you.”

	“It’s not that. You lied to me. If you didn’t want me to go to England to study, why didn’t you just tell me?”

	“But it was for your own good. Don’t you see? Now you get so good results, four As. If we told you - you can’t go to England, then you wouldn’t study so hard, wouldn’t get good results,  wouldn’t get a good job.”

	“But you always lie to me. Like when I was twelve, you said if I got four A stars, you would bring me to Disney Land. Instead you got me that stupid lantern.” 

	“Stupid lantern? That lantern not stupid. Remember you wanted it so much? It was a battery lantern. So expensive. Last time, people never buy lanterns. When I was young, I always made my lantern. A candle lantern. During that time, you were the only child in our whole estate with a battery lantern. You were so spoilt.”

Every Mid-Autumn Festival, parents gave their children a lantern. The Festival celebrated the Chinese victory over the Mongolian occupation. During the mid-seventeenth century, the Manchu troops ravaged Yangzhou. The soldiers hacked through doors, spraying splinters across the room. “Drop your sword, and we will spare you,” the sergeant would tell the man of the house. The cleaver clanged against the floor. The sergeant snatched the cleaver, sliced it through the air repeatedly, each slash glinting in the light of the flaming torches. Soon the screams of the man, wife and child faded. The hut remained silent but for the rumble of the torches, and the heavy breath of the soldiers. 	The Manchurians took all the weapons - spears,  swords, axes, and clubs, but our Chinese ancestors secretly made their own weapons. The only problem was - how could we get the villagers to attack at the same time? During the Mid-Autumn Festival, the Chinese hid messages in the mooncakes passed on from neighbour to neighbour.  "When you see the lantern," the message said, "rise and fight!" That night, all over China, match sticks spurted, filling the villages with glowing dots of red lanterns.

"The lantern reminds you," my mother told me, "Snatch back your weapons,  fight for your freedom."

During the Festival, children walked around the playgrounds, beating time to the crickets' chirps with the red paper lanterns swinging on their wooden sticks. The candles flickered inside the lanterns, spreading the ground with pins of lights. 

My mother always made me a candle lantern, but they weren’t good enough for me. I ran around our housing estate, pigtails flying, my pink flip-flops slapping against the concrete - then the wind puffed out my candle.  “The candle is so inconvenient,” I said. “Mummy mummy buy me that plastic Mickey Mouse lantern. It has a battery light-bulb. Then I’ll have no problem with the wind.” After my mother bought the lantern, I ran to the playground. My mother waited for me at Ah Kow's coffee-shop. 

When I finished playing, I returned to the coffee shop. “I’m thirsty,” I said.

My mother ordered coffee for herself and Ovaltine for me. 

Ah Kow poured the coffee-powder into the sieve above the coffee-pot. Steaming water poured through the sieve. Ah Kow separated the coffee into two large copper mugs. Raising one mug above his head, he poured the coffee into the lower mug. He repeated this four times to cool the coffee. The golden brown liquid flowed like silk from one mug to the other.

Ah Kow didn't cool the Ovaltine because he only did that trick for coffee. Ovaltine is a kid's drink. My mother poured the steaming Ovaltine into the saucer, then  rippled the drink with her breath. Her tongue dipped in the saucer.

"Cool enough," she said.

I lowered my head to the saucer. 

"Where's your Mickey Mouse?" she said.

"Sandpit." 

"Idiot! Tell you to always keep it with you but you never listen." 

My mother ran to the playground. Her arms plunged into the sandpit. "Someone stole your lantern! You new lantern!"

"Mummy, don't be sad, can always buy new one." 

"Ai-ya, so gek sim, my heart so painful." My mother put her hand against her heart. I was afraid she was going to have a cardiac arrest. Losing money always had that effect on my mother. When she finally got her breath back, she said, "New lantern - just bought today. So gek sim."



*

	

Ten years later, when my mother told me that I couldn’t go to England, she asked me - “Can you remember where you lost the lantern?”

	I shook my head. “Forget the lantern. Why won’t you let me go to England?”

	My mother brought me to the playground. “Here.” She pointed to the sand pit. “You lost the lantern here. Remember?”

	I made a desperate, last ditch attempt to change her mind. I ended up sounding like a character in some woman’s magazine story - “Ma, you know how much I love you. You know I won’t leave you forever. I will return.” I nearly gagged when I said this, but at this stage, I would have said anything.

	“You remember that song you used to sing me on Mother’s Day?” she said.

	I nodded. It was a Chinese song that went, "In the world, only Mother is good; she who has a mother is like a jewel...", followed by more soppy, vomit-inducing lyrics in that vein.	

	“You remember what you said when I gave you the Mickey Mouse lantern?” she said.

	I shook my head.

“You hugged me when I bought the Mickey Mouse lantern. ‘This is my bestest gift ever,’ you said. You switched the lantern on and off, on and off, on and off, I was so scared the bulb was going to explode. But when you lost the lantern, you just said, ‘Forget it, never mind, can buy new one.’ Those are your favourite words. Nowadays whenever I ask you to do anything, you’re always say, ‘Forget it’. When you were young that time, you told me that I was like your jewel, that I was your best gift. But once you go away, when I’m not with you anymore, I know what you’ll say. ‘Forget it, never mind.’”
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