Chapter Sixteen





Day Five: Wednesday





MEI





	I took out the file of clippings to check which bookies had recently been arrested. My Nokia rang. It was my mother - “I got something very important to talk to you about.”


	“I can’t talk now. I’m working on something important.”


	“You always say that. You’re always doing something so important. I always try and talk to you, but you always give me excuses - ‘I’ve got to watch the news, it’s very important. I’m trying to read Asiaweek, got important article. I’m eating my dinner, I don’t like to talk. Talking while eating is bad for my digestion.’ You think I can’t see they’re just excuses?” 


	“This really is important. I’m at my office, I really am working. I’ve got to check some files for Andy.”


	“I also got something very important that I have to do today.” 


	“What is it?”


	“I can’t tell you on the phone. I want to see your face. You stay in your office, I come and see you.”


	My mother put down the phone before I could say ‘no’.


*


	I took out a file that contained last month’s the news clippings. Two weeks ago, the police raided a horse-racing betting house in Kallang. 


	I phoned Eugene. “Problem. I’ve a list of bookies who were arrested last month. Loong isn’t on the list.”


	“Wha-what? I’m sure Loong was arrested last month. He must have done something to keep his name out of the papers.”


	“Our whole theory hangs on the fact that Loong cut a deal with the police. But if we got no proof that Loong even stepped in a police station…”


	“Who else got arrested in raid?”


	“Ho Kim Keck.”


	“No.”


	“Chia Tok Huang.”


	“Never heard of him.”


	“Yap Meng Kee.”


	“No.”


	“Kwan Heng Siew.”


	“Yes. Yes. He was at Andy’s flat,” Eugene said. “Maybe we can get Kwan to testify that Loong was arrested in the same raid as him.”


	“Do you have his phone or address?”


	“Oops. I left all the addresses in Singapore.”


	I sighed.


 “Sorry. I didn’t think I’d need them here in Holland.”


	“How can I find Kwan?”


	“Maybe there’s a soccer match on tonight.”


	I checked the New Paper. “There’s going to be a match on at Jalan Besar Stadium this week. Geylang versus Tiong Bahru.”


	“Great. All the bookies will be there.”


	“You sure? It’s a pretty trivial match.”


	“It doesn’t matter. Gambling’s got nothing to do with how important the match is. The bookies will bet on anything.  I guess it’s just a Chinese thing.” 


	That was true. When I was in secondary school, my classmates used to bet on the hundred meter relay race. They shouted their lungs out during the race, and the teachers would grin with pride and say, ‘Wah, their school spirit so good.’ But it had nothing to do with school spirit, but everything to do with having bet our ten dollars weekly allowance on our runners beating the girls from the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus. 


“All the regulars will be at the stadium,” Eugene said, “As long as there’s something to bet on, Kwan will be there.” 


 “How will I know who Kwan is? How does he look like?”


“Chinese. In his forties. Very bad perm.”


“Um, excuse me Eugene, but there are going to be a few thousand people in the stadium, all looking like that. You expect me to wander around going ‘Kwan? Kwan?’ It’ll take me forever. I’ll never find him.”


 “Why don’t you go to the police station? I’m sure they got his record there, his photo.”


It was a great suggestion, but I realised that I had to stay in the office until my mother came. “I can’t go there. I’ve got to wait for my mother. I agreed to meet her here.”


	“You mother? Ah, don’t care about her,” Eugene said, “If your mother got problem, she can wait until tomorrow.”


	“I can’t stand up my mother. She’ll kill me.”


	“Hah, that’s the problem with all you Nanyang girls,” Eugene said. 


When I was young, in order to cure me of my infatuation with Western culture, my parents sent me to Nanyang Girls’ School, hoping that this very traditional Chinese school, would indoctrinate me with the core Confucian values, like filial piety. During assembly, my principal would make speeches about how it was important that we girls, when talking to boys, should not appear to be more intelligent than the male sex - “or else you would never get married.” I resisted such propaganda, but I guess some of it must have filtered through my defences. 


“They psycho you so much at that school,” Eugene said, “make you think you have to obey your parents in everything. Don’t care about your mother, you have to help Andy.”


	“I can’t.” I put down the phone.


I stared out of my office window, waiting for my mother to arrive. I could see the Singapore River from where I sat. Fifteen years ago, refuse from the Clarke Quay hawker centre bobbed along the river - plastic cups, straws, half-eaten noodles, Coke cans, 'The Straits Times', the 'Yellow Pages' and other sheets of oil-stained paper used to wrap food. But today the river was as clean and green as the rest of the country. Five hundred dollar fines and the threat of community service (an afternoon spent picking up rubbish at the beach, wearing a yellow fluorescent vest) deterred any potential litterbugs. A wooden dinghy floated under the bridge. Beneath its brown canopy sat a wizened sailor, tapping his dark fingers against the tyres on the side of the boat. On the edge of the harbour, the Merlion, a white statue with the body of a mermaid and a head of a lion, roared clear water into the blue sea.  Cars crossed the bridge, boiling grey clouds of dust and fumes behind them. The day was hot and the air was heavy. A tourist leant against the white rail of the bridge, his partner snapping photos of him from the other side of the road.


A few hundred meters from the bridge, I could see two men in long red robes fighting on a stage. They were doing a ‘wayang’, performing some Chinese opera to entertain the spirits. They wailed songs, and fought battles with swords, spears, and acrobatic flips. Women danced to the clangs of gongs and cymbals, their long pink sleeves trailing behind them. 


From my office, I could see the Westin Stamford, the tallest hotel in the world. The other skyscrapers towered above the green waters, white light bouncing off dark windows, a labyrinth of mirrored citadels, a city of glass. This is Singapore, the centre of information technology in South-East Asia; this is Singapore, a place where people still bowed down to idols, burnt joss sticks, consulted mediums, exorcised demons and walked on coals. 





*





	My mother finally arrived, bearing gifts. This  was a bad sign - it usually meant she wanted something major in return. For my mother, being a typical Chinese woman, believed that balance underpinned all relationships. During Chinese New Year, I would get red packets of money from my aunts. In return, my mother would give her nieces and nephews red packets. Though nobody ever knew how much money was in the red packets - and this is where all my mother’s cunning skills came into use - it was absolutely essential that the money exchanged in those red envelopes were roughly equivalent. If you gave less money than you received, you lost face. If you gave more money than you received, you lost face because you made the other person lose face.


I’m not sure which Oriental philosophy created this monetary system. Maybe it’s some weird yin and yang thing, balancing good and evil, darkness and light, to attain some sort of cosmic harmony. My mother always taught me, that when it came to gifts, you never gave or accepted anything unconditionally. If someone gave you something, you would have to give him something equivalent at some later point, to absolve the debt, to maintain the balance in the relationship. 


Today was the Mid-Autumn Festival, the fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month, the night when the moon shone at its brightest. People celebrated this celestial festival by stuffing their faces with mooncakes. My mother placed a big red box on my desk. “I got bake mooncake for you,” she said. She took the soft, round golden biscuit out of the box. “Inside got red bean paste, sunflower seeds, and two salted duck egg-yolks - high in cholesterol, but I know you like them.”


I hated mooncakes. Like the lantern, they brought back bad memories, things I have never told my mother. Once I tried telling my mother that I hated mooncakes, but she just said, “The mooncake, if don't eat, must throw away. But like that waste money, very gek sim.” 


I didn’t want to hurt her heart, so I ate the cake.
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