Chapter Twenty Four





Day Seven: Friday evening





MEI





	An Indian security guard protected Loong’s condo situated in the expensive Bukit Timah district. Slouched in the entry booth, playing with the dial on his transistor radio, the guard’s main skill seemed to be his ability to listen to Tamil music without falling asleep. 


	“Who you want?” he said.


	Just for the fun of it, I gave him a bogus name and a bogus block number. He grunted, rustled some sheets on his clipboard, yawned and waved me through. 


	Loong’s condo was filled exclusively with upper middle-class Chinese, and Japanese expatriates. Why did they bother to employ Indian security guards? Certainly, it wasn’t to deter burglars, since the guards had no police training whatsoever and possessed a level of incompetence that made them unemployable in any other profession.  I always suspect that that the guards weren’t there for security purposes, but were there mainly to stop poor, non-Chinese people (like themselves) from wandering around the estate. 


	I pressed the intercom button, Loong answered, and buzzed me in. Potted plants lined the wall outside Loong’s unit. There was the money plant of course, the standard of all condos, supposedly bringing wealth to its owner; there were also plants that could be used for preparing food - green limes, red chillies, and pandan leaves for wrapping glutinous rice;  Loong also collected white roses, periwinkles, chrysanthemums, and purple orchids. All the flowers were small, scentless, dry and stunted, struggling to grow in the dusty, fume-and-traffic choked air. The perpetual cloud of smoke from the joss sticks stuck in the red altar above didn't help either. Only the hairy baby cactus seemed to thrive.


Loong looked exactly like I expected - a model Singaporean. He had short, neat hair, with an engineering degree type face that was all glasses. He was good-looking, not in a sexy way, but in a solid, dependable, marriable sort of way. He was the S.D.U. ideal, the type who would look good fathering 2.3 children. My mother would love him.


I introduced myself as Eugene’s friend and Andy’s lawyer.


Loong grinned and chatted away non-stop. “Andy talks about you a lot. Um, I’m sorry my parents aren’t here to greet you. They’ve gone to organise the Mid-Autumn Festival games for the kiddies. Some mooncake treasure hunt.” Loong went to the stairs and shouted - “Rose! Rose!” He slapped his forehead. “Oh no. The maid’s gone to help my parents. I’ll have to do your tea myself. Sit, sit, don’t need to be polite.” He ushered me to the sofa.


I looked around the living room. 


“By the way, the decor in this room is completely my parents’ idea,” Loong said, “I absolutely dissociate myself from it. My parents just have too much money - look at all the rugs.”


Ten different rugs lay scattered across the living room.


“They’re all expensive, but none of them match,” Loong said, “My parents are xiao, they just go crazy sometimes. They have too much money, they go through these collection phases. Last year it was rugs. This year it’s property. Right now, they’re buying every house in Malaysia and China. Especially China. Guess that’s the in-thing now - China. My father’s going to be posted there. The government is so into China now. Frankly, I’m getting bored with it. Everyday in the Straits Times, pages and pages, it’s always buy this in China, invest that in China. I’m like - shut up, please.” He looked at me. “Oh sorry. You haven’t bought anything in China, have you?”


	I shook my head. 


“Oh, good. Whew.”


A stack of hideous filofaxes lay on the coffee table. They looked exactly like the one the police found in Andy’s toilet.


“Do you want one?” Loong picked up one of the filofaxes. “My uncle - he runs a publishing company. He couldn’t sell these. No surprise, look at them - eurgh! Anyway, he dumped over fifty of these on us. I know it looks pretty awful, but you can use it as rough paper. Or give it as a birthday present to someone you don’t like. I’ve been trying to get rid of them for months. Take it. It’s a gift. In fact, I insist.” He took a plastic bag, and put the filofax in. “See, I’ll even throw in a free plastic bag with the deal. You have to take the filofax.” He handed me the bag.


I took the bag, then said, “Andy’s been arrested.” 


Loong sat down on the sofa. “Is it?”


	I waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. He seemed to have suddenly lost his usual garrulity. So I said, “The police raided his flat.”


	“When did this happen?”


	“Last Saturday.”


“But I thought Andy said there was no betting last night. He called it off. Something about him finding Jesus, I didn’t quite understand. Funny thing, religion. I remember going to a Billy Graham rally once. I spent the whole evening wondering how I could get up and go to the loo without the counsellors thinking that I wanted to make a commitment,” Loong said, “How did Andy get arrested if there was no one betting in the flat?”


	“The police found a filofax. It had all the bets in it. Someone planted the filofax in his toilet.”


	“Someone framed him? But who?”


	“We don’t know. Who do you think?”


 	“You know, sorry, I just realised I’ve been really rude. You don’t have a drink. So pei se, very embarrassing, sorry. Don’t move. I’ll go to the kitchen, I’ll be back soon.” Loong left the living room. 


	He returned with the tea and biscuits. “Orange tea and waffle biscuits. Got them from Holland.”


	“Who would profit if Andy was arrested?” I asked.


	Loong shrugged. 


	“What about Kwan?”


	“Why do you suspect him?”


	“Well, from what I’ve gathered, the police have been watching Andy’s flat for a while, but they’ve never been able to get enough evidence to arrest him. They needed written evidence. So they get someone on the inside, one of the bookies, to write the bets in the filofax, and plant it in Andy’s flat.”


	“But why Kwan?”


“He was arrested in a raid recently. He might have turned Judas in exchange for a lighter sentence.”


	“That makes sense.” He frowned, hard in thought. Then he said, “Your tea’s getting cold. Don’t you like it?”


“It’s fine.”


“Drink it then.” He smiled. “It’s not poisonous, you know.”


	“Kwan says that you were arrested in the same raid as him.”


	“Rubbish. He’s got no proof.”


 	“That’s because your father put pressure on the right people. That’s why your name’s never mentioned in any of the official records.” 


	Loong grinned. “I like you. You’re really smart. I like the way you’ve manipulated me into admitting that I could have done what Kwan might have done. You’re suggesting that I worked with the police to betray Andy?”


	“Yes.”


“Unfortunately, though you might be really smart, you are also really wrong. There are a few problems with your theory. For one thing, I don’t think the Singapore police will ever stoop so low as to fabricate evidence against an innocent man like Andy.”


“They might.”


“Also, I have no reason to cut a deal with the police. I wasn’t arrested during the raid. I wasn’t running the gambling house when it was raided, I was just a participant, and you can’t be charged with any crime just for participating. If you don’t believe me, you can check the police records. I’ve never been charged with any crime.”


“That’s because your father managed to keep your record clean.”


Loong laughed. “Mei, my father is not the Prime Minister or God or Satan or whatever, he merely works for the Foreign Service. You’re presuming that he has these amazing powers - he’s just a diplomat. All he does is go to official ceremonies and sometimes he throws the occasional party for a visiting dignitary. Anyway, you know how strict anti-corruption laws are in Singapore. There’s no way my father, or anybody, could doctor a criminal record.”


	“What about the search warrant?” I said.  “It listed the owners of the flat as your parents, rather than Andy. The police couldn’t have known that, unless someone told them. And you’re the only person, apart from Eugene, who knows this.”


	“I am? I don’t know anything about the flat.” Loong frowned. “Is this what this is all about? You think that I framed Andy?”


	“Who else could have done it?” I told him what Eugene told me about the cat,  and about Charlie.


	He slapped his forehead. “That’s why you haven’t drunk your tea. You really do think it’s been poisoned. Me? A murderer? That’s so ridiculous, it’s hilarious.” He shook his head and laughed. “I guess it’s not a good time to ask if you’ll like to go out for dinner with me some time.”


	I pointed to the pile of filofaxes. “That looks exactly like the filofax the police found.”


	“So what? I’ve been trying to get rid of them for months. I probably gave a copy to all of the bookies in the flat, even Andy. Anyway, you don’t think I’m that stupid. If I really did plant the filofax in Andy’s flat, I wouldn’t leave those filofaxes out here, for everyone to see.” Loong grabbed my cup and gulped down the tea. “See, no ill effects.”  He wiped his mouth and burped. “Now will you go out for dinner with me some time?”


	“How do you live with yourself? Don’t you ever feel guilty about what you’ve done?”


	“What will you give me if I showed you my soul? Dinner next Friday, maybe?”


	“Maybe.”


	“Why don’t you kill people?” Loong said.


	“Be..because it’s wrong. How can you even ask that? Everyone knows it’s wrong.”


	“Yes, but why?”


	“Because God says so.”


	“I don’t believe in God. Human life isn’t sacred because it has no special source. Okay, so you’ve got secular humanism - the belief that you can do anything so long as it doesn’t hurt the other person. But that is based on the premise that people are basically good. That’s bull shit. Take a look at your mother, your father, your friends. People are basically bad. We’d do anything as long as we could get away with it. We only help others because they can help us, or so that they won’t hurt us. We’re born to be selfish, it’s the natural order of things. We’re all  profit-maximizers. You see, if you realise that there is no God, and that people are scum - it’s incredibly liberating. You realise that you can do anything. You don’t have to care about anything, anyone. See those ants?” Loong pointed to his glass of Fanta orange. The water vapour had condensed, running down the glass and leaving a rim of liquid on the table. A cluster of ants scurried across the black glass top and waded into the wet rim, searching for sugar. “Do you remember the first time you killed an ant?” One ant scrambled up the glass, and Loong squashed it with his thumb. “Of course you do. Maybe you felt a little guilt. But do it often enough -“ Loong rapidly squashed the ants around his glass, “and you don’t feel any guilt at all. In fact, it can even become -“ he pounded his fist on the last surviving ant. “Fun”.


	I got up.


	“Why, what’s wrong? Many great men have said the same thing.”


	“Like Hitler?”


	“Like Shakespeare. ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods,  they kill us for their sport.’ God determines what is right and wrong. And so the trick is - to be God. When you rule, you make the rules.” Loong picked up an ant from the floor and dropped it into his drink, drowning it. “I’ll see you next Friday? Seven-ish?”


             “I’ll see you in court,” I said. 
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