Chapter Seventeen





Day Five: Wednesday 





MEI





My mother watched me eat the mooncakes. “Do you like it?”


I grunted. “You must want something. What is it?” 


“I need to borrow some money,” she said.


“How much?”


“Three thousand dollars.”


“What for?”


“Cost-Plus got a ‘Mid-Autumn Madness’ sale today. They’re selling a laser-disc player, thirty percent off. Offer ends today. I need the money now.”


My mother was a sucker for sales hype. She would go for anything which said - “Offer ends today”. She was the type who would mass buy toothpicks - “Five thousand toothpicks, only five dollars, so cheap, we’ll never have to buy toothpicks again”. Along with toothpicks, we also had life-time supplies of paper plates, toilet brushes, and Aloe Vera shampoo.


“Why do you want a laser disc player?”


“We only got a cassette tape karaoke machine at home. If we buy a laser disc, then we can do proper karaoke, sing along with the pictures on TV. The machine also got the white dot that jump from one word to the other.” Her finger bounced around the air. “So we can follow which word to sing, can follow the beat.” 


“But why do you want to do ‘proper’ karaoke?”


“I got a very good business idea. You remember last Saturday night?” 


“Unfortunately, yes.” It was the first time my mother ever had so many people over to karaoke, and if I had my way, it would be the last.


“It was so popular that I thought, why don’t we have karaoke every Saturday night?”


	When my mother made that announcement, I nearly died of shock. It was the closest I’ve ever come to a near-death experience. For a few seconds,  my heart stopped beating, things went hazy, dark around the edges, I saw white spots before my eyes - believe me, for those three seconds, it was touch and go.


	I finally managed to choke out a “no”.


“But it’s such a good idea. Can make a lot of money. Every Saturday night, all your aunties, all the neighbours can come. I can charge them five dollars, maybe also take the chance to sell them some cakes. Very fun. We can have different nights: ‘The Carpenters’ night, Cliff Richard night, Boney M night - even a Filipino night. We can get all the Filipino maids to come, charge them five dollars and maybe even sell them some of my cakes. A very good business idea.”


	“Forget it.”


	“Why not? It’s such a good idea. All of us love to sing, want to karaoke, but we’re women, alone, we don’t feel safe going to karaoke lounges to sing. Those bars, they always got a lot of men, drunk, men like…Andy. Is he still in jail?”


	“Yes. Which is why I have no time to talk to you now. I’ve got to go find the man who framed him. I need to go to the station to look up a photo.”


	“How long is Andy going to be in jail?”


	“I don’t know. It depends. It could be up to five years.”


	“Five years is a long time to wait. To get married.”


	“I’m not going to marry him.”


	My mother looked relieved. “You know, it’s good that you’re not going to get married to an ang-mo. I read in the newspaper, that scientists found that the Chinese I.Q. is higher than the ang-mo I.Q. If you got married to an ang-mo, it might make your children more stupid.” My mother’s greatest phobia was that I would get married to an ang-mo, like Mrs Lam’s daughter, move abroad and leave her alone in Singapore. She was always trying to put me off Andy. “You know, I got sixth sense. I knew something bad was going to happen to Andy. He’s twenty-two right? Master Chou say, age twenty two not good, just past twenty, just turn the corner. When you turn the corner, you cannot see clearly, always have accident, always have bad things happen to you. If you’re around him too much, you’re going to have a lot of bad luck also.”


	“Ma, I’m really, really not going to marry him.”


“But Mummy is worried. You’re nearly thirty, and Andy is your only male friend. Why you not like other girls, not like Aunty Lim's daughter Jocelin? Jocelin 


went to Pulau Ubin with the S.D.U., go picnic, play pass the parcel, met a nice doctor. You always stay at home do nothing." She wringed her hands vigorously. "Why?” Her waving hands slowed down as her tone became more sympathetic. "You got problem, you can  tell Mummy one you know." 


	My mother always tried to get me to go on trips organised by the Social Development Unit, the S.D.U., hoping that I would meet a nice Chinese Singaporean graduate man.


	“You know what they say about the S.D.U. - Single, Desperate and Ugly,” I said, “Now I’ve got to get back to work.”


	“But why you’re always working? You need to have friends too.”


	“I have friends.”


	“But I never meet any of them. Why you don’t invite them home?” 


	“There’s nothing to do at home.”


	“You can play Monopoly.”


	“You're joking.”


	“You always liked Monopoly.”


	“Yes, like when I was twelve.”


	“So what? The Monopoly box says - ‘For children aged seven to Adult.’” My mother slapped her hand to her forehead. “I got it, I got it. Sudden inspiration. Light bulb flash above my head. You can invite your friends to our flat to sing karaoke.”


	“Forget it. You are not turning our flat into a karaoke lounge, and that’s final.”


	My mother was always coming up with crazy ideas every month. Like last month, she wanted to adopt a baby from China. “Mrs Lam showed me this video, all these babies so skinny, starving, the hospital so dirty, the government so bad to them.” My mother showed me the brochure from the adoption agency. “Look at all the babies in the-” (and my mother actually used this word, I kid you not) “catalogue, they’re all so cute.” 


	“You’re not buying  furniture, mother. You can’t just look at the catalogue and say, ‘I’ll have that, it’ll look very cute next to the TV’. You’ll have to take care of the baby for at least eighteen years. And you’re over fifty already.”


	“But I can take care of it. You let me borrow a few thousand dollars to buy the baby, can or not?”


	“Forget it.” 	


	After I weaned her out of the adopt-a-baby phase, my mother suddenly decided that her real dream was to become a hairdresser. She wanted to borrow ten thousand dollars to set up her own salon. “I always wanted to open a salon. I can hire all these hairdressers, have a girl who washes hair called - ‘Suzie’. Then I can also put stickers on the glass door that say, ‘Air-con’. If there’s any customer I don’t like, I can just play with their hair and say, ‘Ai-yoh, why your hair so rough, you never heard of conditioner?’ So fun.”


 	I figured that she was just bored. My mother was always coming up with these supposedly great ideas, great enterprises she never quite thought through. She never counted the cost. So usually I would put my foot down, and she would sulk a while. But she always got over it, quickly, and the next day, she would come up with yet another ill-conceived idea. I thought this time would be the same as all the other times. I would simply say, ‘forget it’, she would frown, go home silent, mope for a day or two, then recover. But this afternoon she said something she never said before, something I never expected. 


	“You’re just like your father,” she said.


	As far as I was concerned, there could be no worse insult. “What do you mean?”


	“I never told this to anyone before, because I always feel so pei seh. It makes me feel so embarrassed when I think about it. I feel so stupid.”


	“What is it?”


 	“Once, when you were twelve, I wanted to run away.” My mother told me how, when I was a child, she made her own money by baking cakes and selling them to the neighbours. “I didn’t make much money, but after five years, I saved a few thousand dollars. Then your Daddy said, ‘Don’t put the money in the bank, if you invest the money in property, can make ten times more, collecting rent.’  So I trusted your father, and he told me which property to buy, and I bought an apartment in Kuala Lumpur. I thought I very smart, I made sure the flat was in my name, so it was still my money.”


	“So what was the problem?”


 	“When you got good results for your PSLE, when you got four A stars, I thought I could sell the flat and use the money to bring you to Disneyland. But your Daddy said ‘no’. I asked him why. I said, ‘The flat is mine, I can sell it if I like’, but he said I could not.” My mother said that my father tricked her into signing some papers. They gave him power of attorney, so even though the flat was under her name, she could not sell it without his permission. “When he gave me those papers to sign, I still saw my name as owner of the flat. How could I know he tricked me?” She remembered exactly where she was when my father told her that she couldn’t sell the flat. She was hanging out the washing. She stuck the pole on the holder outside the window.  Overhead, our neighbours had their washing poles out. When my father told her the news, she just stood there, watching the water drip from the clothes above to her own clothes. Then she ran out of the flat. She wanted to leave everything,  make her own money, get a new job, a new life. As she left the building, she passed beneath the washing poles. She saw me at the window. 


	I remember that night, when I was twelve, my mother running from the flat. I didn’t know why she was running, but I knew that she was going to leave me forever. I ran to the window, and as she passed by, I just screamed and screamed and screamed. 


	“I looked up,” my mother said, “The water drop on my neck. I thought they were your tears. I looked at the ground, so many round, brown water marks. I thought - no, it’s not your tears, just water from the dripping clothes. But it felt like your tears raining down on me. So I went back upstairs.”


	I leaned back in my chair.


	“After that you know what your father did? He sold the flat in K.L.. He used the money to buy the flat we have now. He bought it under his name, but when he died, he gave it to you. But it’s my money. He bought the flat with my money. The flat is mine.”


	“I didn’t know.”


	“Now you’re the same as your father,” my mother said. “I want to run the karaoke business, so I can have my own business, make my own money. But you don’t like that, because once I make my own money, I can do what I like. I won’t have to beg you anymore. You always want to keep all your money to yourself. Always make me beg, beg, beg. Everything I want to do, you always say ‘forget it’. I want to do feng shui for our house, you say ‘forget it’. I want to buy a baby you say ‘forget it’. I want to be a hairdresser, you say ‘forget it’. I’m sick of always hearing that. I’m your mother. Why I have to ask you for permission?” 


	“It’s not like that at all. It doesn’t work that way.”


 	“It does. I was so angry. But then I thought - maybe if I open the karaoke lounge, make my own money, then I can do what I like. I don’t have to ask my daughter for permission anymore. If I want to get a feng shui expert, I’ll use my own money. I won’t waste your money. But you’re like your father. You don’t want me to make my own money. You want to control me.”


	“No I don’t.”


 	“Then why you don’t lend me the money? You’re so rich, you’re a lawyer, I know you make a lot of money. A few thousand dollars to you is nothing.” She waved her finger. “Nothing. Like air. But why you never lend me the money? Because you want me to always depend on you.”


	I shook my head. “You know that isn’t true.”


“It is. I only need to borrow a few thousand dollars today to buy the laser disc. When I make enough money, I’ll pay you back. But you never want to lend me any money, so I’ll always have to rely on you. You love it, that I always have to beg you before I can do anything.”


	Before I could make a speech in my defence, the phone rang. It was Eugene.


	“I…I just got a brainwave,” Eugene said, “I’m so smart, I’m so in love with myself. I’m hugging myself right now.”


	“What happened?”


	“I thought of a way we could save Andy.”


	“How?”


	“Have you seen the search warrant?”


	“Not yet.”


	“I was thinking - maybe you should check who’s listed as the owner of the flat.”


	“Why?”


	“Because the flat doesn’t belong to Andy. But the police don’t know that. When Andy went to Singapore, housing so expensive, he knew it was going to be hard for him to find a flat. Loong’s parents had an extra flat, and Loong got his parents to rent the flat to Andy. The flat is still registered under Loong’s parents’ name.”


	I knew what Eugene was getting at. If the search warrant listed Andy as the owner of the flat, instead of the real owners - Loong’s parents, that would invalidate the police’s search. “If you’re right, if the police made a mistake with the warrant, the note book would be inadmissible as evidence.”


	“That’s what I thought.”


 	“I’ll go check the police records right now.” I put down the phone.


	“I have to go to the police station,” I told my mother.


	“But what about the karaoke machine?”


	“Why don’t you start baking cakes again, and selling them? After you’ve saved up enough money, you can buy the laser disc player yourself.”


	“But then, the laser disc will be so expensive. Today, Cost Plus, selling it thirty percent off. Offer ends today. If I buy the machine six months later, I’ll keep thinking - if only Mei let me buy the machine earlier, I could have saved a few hundred dollars. You know me, whenever I lose money, always make me very gek sim. I have to buy now.”


	“All right, all right.” I gave her my DBS Nets card, which only had four thousand dollars on it, so I knew she wouldn’t go overboard with my money. I told her the PIN number for the card. “Now I really have to go.”


	“How long will you be at the police station?” 


	“I don’t know. After that, I still have to go look for this Kwan man. I’ll be back very late.”


	“But you promised to visit your grandfather with me this afternoon.”


	“He’s dead mother, it’s not like he’s going to go anywhere. I’ll visit grandfather next week.”


	“You always say that. And everything I go to his grave, I look at his picture and I say, ‘Your favourite grand daughter to busy too visit you. She’s a big lawyer. Always busy, busy, got important case here, important case there. Always helping other people but never care about her own family. She promised to see you this weekend but she changed her mind. She says she’s a Christian but she break promises and she doesn’t care.’”


	In times like these I can only regard my mother with loathing admiration. Whether it came to borrowing money, or hassling me to get married, she knew exactly which buttons to push. “All right, all right, but I’ll have to go to the police station first,” I said, “You go off and buy your karaoke machine, and I’ll meet you at the crematorium later today.” 


	“Good, then we can also soon pian on the way, see your father,” my mother, “You also long time never visit his grave.”


	“Correction. I have never visited his grave, and I’m not going to start now.”


	“Why you hate your father so much?” my mother said, “Sometimes I think it’s my fault, I always tell you the bad things he did to me, maybe that’s why you hate him. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you about the flat in Malaysia. I didn’t want you to hate him because of anything he did to me. It’s between me and your father.”


	“Don’t worry, I have my own, very personal reasons for hating him. It has nothing to do with you.”


	“But why? Your father always loved you a lot. Always buy you presents, soft toys, books. He never spent any money on me. When he died, he gave everything to you. With me he was always very giam siep, very stingy, but he loved you a lot.” 


	“You really love this don’t you? It makes you feel so special, to pretend that he never did anything bad to me. It makes you feel so special, that you’re the only victim. You were the only one who ever suffered,” I said sarcastically. “You’re so strong, you wonderful self-appointed martyr.”


	“What bad things did your father do to you?”


“As if you didn’t know. You saw it all. I told you about it but you never did anything to stop him.”


“Oh, you talking about that thing,” my mother said, “But your father said he was just playing with you only.”


“And you think it’s all right to play like that?”


“He say he didn’t mean to hurt you. He said he was really sorry later. He said if he knew you so upset, he wouldn’t have done it.”


“And you believed him? What about what he did at Red Hill? Was that just playing as well, just fun?”


“What happened at Red Hill?” My mother leant towards me, and took my hand.


That was too much. I was sick of her pretending. She must have known what had happened at Red Hill. I never told her about it, but she must have noticed that there was something very wrong with me when I came home that night. Even if I never told her with words, she could have read the events in my eyes, my cracked lips, my hands, my muddied skirt. It was so obvious. That night altered my life completely. My mother must have noticed the difference. How could she n
