Chapter Twenty One





Day Six: Thursday





MEI





Admission was free, so I just wandered in. Nobody would pay to watch Geylang and Tiong Bahru. Who would be mad enough to give good money to see amateurs mis-kicking shots at the corner post? Only eight hundred people turned up at the Jalan Besar Stadium, most of them single men - single, not as in ‘unattached’, but single, as in sad and alone. They sat by themselves, sat at least two meters away from the next spectator. Most of them weren’t even concentrating on the match, but did other things, like reading the New Paper to find out the results of the Arsenal versus Newcastle match (a match that actually mattered), or eating their Nasi Lemak dinner or looking at their pinkie finger, admiring what they had just dug out of their ear. On the few occasions when their eyes did turn towards the pitch, they viewed the proceedings with same disinterested expression one finds on security guards and parking attendants. 


	I finally spotted the stand where Kwan would be. It stood out from the other stands. One look, and you knew something illegal was going on. The stand was full of ‘helmet heads’ - men with all over hair perms. You see, any poor man could get a straight back and sides from a  cheap Indian barber shop, but perms were very expensive. And if you could afford to perm your whole head, well, that showed that you were in the big time. The bookies dressed in typical ‘Ah Beng’ fashion - Yves St Laurent polo shirts with brown bermudas, gold Rolexes and Testoni loafers - co-ordinating their outfits to create a rich, greasy tackiness that was unique to Singaporean culture. 


	I spotted Kwan. He was thick in the action, wheeling and dealing, five figure digits rolling off his tongue. The referee glanced at his watch, and the bookies knew. Only a few minutes left, time for final bets, last chance for any transactions. 


	Beepers vibrated against belts, spurred their owners to death leaps, taking four steps at a time, down the stairs, racing for the three empty phone booths. Handphones rang their frantic rhythm above the shouts and crackle of Hokkein. Kwan activated his black phone with a slick snap - “Geylang win 5, I give you half  a ball. Okay, one hundred thousand dollars. I on you.” One hundred thousand dollars, that’s half a year’s salary. Those unequipped with modern telecommunication equipment used their hands, flicking fingers in the air, shouting over shoulders.


	The market closed, the trading floor wound down. Everyone sat down on the yellow benches, jaws clenched, tapping the Lianhe Wanbao newspaper on their knees. The stand became a shrine, as prayers rose with cigarette breaths, that grey incense, pleading favour from all the major deities, from Guan Yin to Jesus, from Buddha to Vishnu. After all, Singapore was a multi-religious society.


	The match ended. Geylang lost. Kwan threw his newspaper to the ground. The bookies streamed down the grey steps, chattering loudly as they headed for the South Exit. 	


I ran up to Kwan and spoke to him in Hokkein - “I’m Mei. You know Andy? You always go to his flat and bet on Saturday night?”


	He nodded.


	“Andy’s been arrested.”


	Kwan looked shocked. “That’s terrible,” he replied in Hokkein, “How did that happen?” 


	“The police raided his flat, they found a filofax, with all the bets in it.”


	“Was my name in the filofax?”


	“Oh don’t pretend,” I said.


	Kwan looked confused.


“I know you planted the filofax.”


“What do you mean?”


	“The police arrested you last month. You cut a deal with the police - you planted the filofax in Andy’s flat, so that they would have enough evidence to arrest him. You betrayed Andy for a lighter sentence.”


	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anything about the filofax.” 


	“Andy says the filofax doesn’t belong to him. He’s never seen it before. Someone must have planted the filofax.” 


	“Why do you think it was me?”


“You’re the only one who had a motive. Why would any of the other bookies want to frame Andy? Who else could have planted the filofax?”


	“I don’t know.”


	“See? You were the only one arrested by the police. You’re the only one who has a reason to betray Andy. Everyone else was making a lot of money from the betting house. Only you would profit if the police arrested Andy.”


 “I wasn’t the only who was arrested. There was another bookie who went to Andy’s flat. He was arrested in the same raid as me.”


Yes! I’d hooked him, and all I had to do was wheel him in, get him to admit that Loong was also arrested in the same raid.


“You’re just making that up,” I said, “If there was another bookie who was arrested, it would have been mentioned in the newspaper.”


Kwan shook his head. “This bookie - his father’s very important. He was arrested, but his father stopped the newspaper from printing his name. His father is a good friend of the newspaper editor.”


	“You’re saying that the other bookie cut a deal with the police?”


	“I don’t know.”


	“Who is this other bookie?”


	“I can’t tell you. His father is very important. I don’t want to get into trouble.” Kwan wriggled away from me and melted into the crowd. 	
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