Chapter Twenty Five





ANDY





Eugene told me to stock up on chewing gum. You couldn’t buy gum in Singapore - the government banned it because it was a litter hazard. I didn’t know what to expect when I approached Changi Airport. Would there be signs that read - “Welcome to Singapore. No drugs. No firearms. No chewing gum.”?


When I stepped into the tropical air for the first time  - boosh! - this giant hand slammed into me. The glass doors slid open, the flash of street lights blinded me, this orange glare - then the air - it rammed into me, rugby tackle like. This must be how it feels when you break the sound barrier. I knew why Singaporeans could live without gum - the air was so thick and humid I could chew on it. I felt like the Michelin man had just sat down on me, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake him off, couldn’t escape the heavy folds of flesh wrapped around my body. 


“Great, there’s Mei. She’s come to pick us up.” Eugene waved his hand at this woman. 


One look at Mei, and the weight lifted from my shoulders. On my way here, I read in Silver Kris, the in-flight magazine, that Singapore Airlines only chooses one out of eight hundred applicants to be a Singapore Girl. Mei looked like a Singapore Girl. Would she be a great way to fly? I couldn’t wait to find out. Wa-hey! 








*





We zoomed onto the Benjamin Sheares Bridge, past the magical skyline. It’s a sight of superlatives: the Westin Stamford, the tallest hotel in the world, the tallest building in South East Asia, a white shard among the silver skyscrapers. The banks and hotels tower above the dinghies that bob on the black sea. Spread in front of this financial district is Marina Square - blocks of gold, bathed in orange light, planted in re-claimed land. I could feel the money, the power radiating from the steel blocks, and I knew that  if I could just wind down my window, reach out and touch the energy -  the power that crackled at my finger-tips - the dream-maker, wish-fulfiller - if I  could only step into its arms, it would lift me to the top. I never believed that something so man-made, so calculated, could make me feel like this. I always thought these feelings of awe could only be created by purple mountains and snow-covered ponds, by those mighty, natural, works of God. I stared, all goldfish-gaping-like, at the silver towers. 


“Uh-oh,” Eugene said.


“What?” I said.


“Um, I think you’ve got it,” Eugene said. 


“Got what?” I said.


 “The newbie disease. You always get it if you’re a first time expat.” Eugene placed his hand on my forehead, checking my temperature. “Uh-oh, you do have all the symptoms.”


“What symptoms?” 


“First, you get a fever of excitement, like you’ve just gone boldly where no man has gone before. Everything is interesting because it’s new.” Eugene described his first trip to England, how he was on a B.R. train, writing to Mei, describing everything, from the sight of the man reading the Evening Standard to the sound of crisps packets crackling open. 


“You’re just weird,” I told Eugene. 


“No! No! Don’t you get it? It was because England was new, so everything,  even the most minute detail, was fascinating. But once you get used to it, once it becomes home, it gets boring. So you move to a new place, get excited about it for a month, then it just turns into Boredomville, just like all the other countries you’ve been in. So you have to move, and start the whole cycle again. That’s the expatriate syndrome. Familiarity breeds contempt. A cliché. Sad, but true.” 


	I didn’t believe Eugene. The first week I was in Singapore, I believed I had found Shangri-La. It's amazing  how much the weather influences our personalities, our lives, our culture. In Singapore, my whole life changed because the heat and the light enabled me to go out. In England, I hardly ever went out unless I absolutely had to. Everyone stays indoors because of the cold and the rain, the grey. In Singapore, it’s hot and bright, so there’s street life, everyone and everything is open. I loved the shops at the bottom of the my HDB block, they’re door-less - they didn’t need doors, because there was no cold to shut out. Outside the coffee shop, you would always find two old men, sitting in wicker chairs with a bird cage on their table. They shouted at each other in Hokkein, while wayang blared from their transistor radio. In Fallensham, the streets are deserted after six, but here, after the sun sets, people still walk around chatting, eating or shopping (especially shopping). Boys play sepak tawak until midnight, kicking the soccer ball over a badminton net. 
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