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Johns on Rickshaws





  
  Forty-year-old Ah-Chye steers his trishaw to the side of Penang Road outside Cosmo Hotel (not its real name) and dismounts. He bumps its three wheels up the concrete curb, which is two inches higher than the road, and yanks on the handbrake. He dismantles the umbrella, closes its canopy and secures it to the crossbar of the trishaw. Leaning against the saddle, he waits for prospective passengers from the hotel, his gaze focused on the entrance.

  Soon, a Japanese man and a Chinese girl in her early twenties emerge from the hotel and walk down to the road. As they start to scan their surroundings, Ah-Chye takes quick steps towards them. “Trishaw, sir?” he says to the Japanese man. Looks like he’s in his mid-forties. “How about a tour? I give you special price, forty ringgit one hour.”

  The Japanese man says to the Chinese girl, “I haven’t ridden a trishaw before. It’ll be fun.”

  “Be adventurous, dear, and experience new things. I know a place where you can buy durians. You’ve to eat at the stall as they are not allowed to be brought back to hotels.”

  They climb aboard and Ah-Chye heads the trishaw north to make a loop around Lebuh Farquhar to proceed to the old quarter. After passing a few old Gothic-style churches, Ah-Chye overhears the Chinese girl say, “Yuta, you want to eat Chinese street food or Japanese food?”

  “I would prefer Penang food.”

  The Chinese girl turns her head to face Ah-Chye. “Go to Lebuh Kimberley.”

  Ah-Chye leans forward on the handlebar. “Yes, Miss.” Minutes later, he stops his trishaw outside Bee Hooi Kopitiam, a food court, and the couple gets out.

  Yuta asks Ah-Chye, “You want part payment first?”

  “I’ll collect payment at the end of the ride, sir.”Ah-Chye parks his trishaw nearby, his gaze trailing the couple as they enter the food court. A minute later, they come out and seat themselves at one of the roadside tables. The girl goes to order food from three separate hawker stalls and returns to the table. Ho say liao! They’re eating several dishes, will take a longer time.

  When they return to the trishaw, Ah-Chye overhears Yuta say, “It’s time for my durian, Amy.”

  Amy tells Ah-Chye, “Go to Macalister Road.”

  During the journey, Ah-Chye overhears Amy telling Yuta about durians, “Popular species here are ang haeh, ang sim and mor sang ong. Balik Pulau is famous for durians, but the orchards impose a minimum spend for visitors. Otherwise we can visit it tomorrow. Do you know that a durian is an aphrodisiac?”

  “Oh really?” Yuta releases a guffaw and places a hand on her lap. “In that case, I must eat more!”

  “Then you can extend your booking!” Her fingers clasp his hand loosely. “But let’s see whether you can stand the smell of durians or not?”

  Ah-Chye pricks up his ears. She’s a social escort, must be a lao jiao [veteran] in George Town since she’s familiar with the city.

  In Macalister Road, a cart on wheels displaying a banner that says “Penang Ah Teik Durian” is standing at the roadside. The brakes of Ah-Chye’s trishaw screech to a halt at the stall and Yuta and Amy get out. Ah-Chye pushes his trishaw to a gap between two nearby hawker food stalls and waits.

  Fifteen minutes later, Yuta and Amy return to the trishaw.

  “Where to next?” asks Yuta, covering his mouth as he releases a burp.

  “How about Slippery Senoritas?” Amy gives Yuta a sideways glance. “Just now when we passed it, I saw a sign that says it’s Ladies Nights tonight.”

  “No, I don’t want to dance.”

  “There’s a rooftop bar in Chulia Street. Great views of the city.”

  “Sure, why not?”

   

  
    Next morning …
  

  The morning-shift receptionist is checking the reservations for the day on the computer when her telephone rings.

  “Hello? Front desk.”

  “My boyfriend’s very ill! He’s complaining of breathing difficulty! Also, his pulse rate is beating very fast! Can you get a taxi ready for us? I’m bringing him down now.”

  “Room number, please?”

  “Room 164.”

  “Hold the line, please.” Putting the telephone down, the receptionist gets off her chair and rounds the counter. She takes several steps forward and looks out the front entrance door. She returns to her former spot and lifts the telephone to her ear. “I don’t see any taxi waiting at the compound entrance. But there’s a trishaw. You want trishaw?”

  “Anything, anything!”

   

  “Becak! Becak!”

  Ah-Chye turns to see a Nepali security guard walking towards him. “Got passengers waiting in the lobby,” he says. “Can you bring your becak to the entrance?”

  “Of course!” Ah-Chye cycles his trishaw to the front porch. His jaw sags when he sees Yuta and Amy coming out of the entrance. It’s them again! Something’s wrong with the Japanese man! Yuta’s face is contorted in anguish and one hand is slung over the shoulder of his companion. They take slow steps to Ah-Chye’s trishaw.

  “Go to Campbell Street,” Amy says. “There’s a Chinese medical store with a highly reputed sinseh [traditional doctor].”

  By the time Ah-Chye reaches the medical store thirty minutes later, Yuta’s condition has worsened. He slings his arms over the shoulders of Ah-Chye and Amy and shuffles with some effort to the sinseh’s consultation room.

  Inside, Yuta sits at a desk across from the sinseh and Amy manoeuvres his wrist palm-up to rest on a small pillow. Ah-Chye hovers beside Yuta. Wow, the sinsesh looks like a professor.

  The sinseh, who is wearing a goatee and a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles, feels Yuta’s pulse. “What’s your problem?”

  “Breathing difficulty, palpitations and a bloating sensation.”

  “What did you eat yesterday?”

  “Durians.”

  “How many?”

  “Four.”

  “Did you drink alcohol after that?’

  “Yes, brandy and vodka.”

  “You’re very lucky. Alcohol and durians don’t mix – the combination could have killed you.” The sinseh slips the cuff of a blood-pressure monitor over Yuta’s upper arm and jabs at a button. The cuff inflates and tightens. Seconds later, it deflates with a hiss and the monitor displays the readings on its screen. “Blood pressure’s high.” He removes the cuff, casts his gaze down at a writing pad in front of him and starts to write a prescription in Chinese. “Can you boil the herbal medicine yourself? If not, we can boil it for you, but you’ll have to wait thirty minutes.”

  “I’ll wait – I’m staying in a hotel.” Yuta’s voice is a feeble croak.

  “Normally, it requires one hour’s boiling time but since your condition’s serious, we’ve to cut corners.”  He tears off the prescription and hands it to a waiting store assistant. “You’ve to drink the first bowl immediately; then we’ll boil another bowl for takeaway back to your hotel. Drink the second bowl six hours later. The store assistant will put an easy chair in the waiting area for you to rest.”

   

  An hour later, Ah-Chye stops his trishaw under the front porch of Cosmo Hotel and Yuta, assisted by Amy, clambers out. Ah-Chye gets off the trishaw, moves to the side of Yuta and pulls the Japanese man’s arm over his shoulder. Supported by Amy and Ah-Chye, Yuta lumbers to his room. Inside, they steer Yuta to face the king-sized bed with his back. Ah-Chye eyes bulge in their sockets when he sees the bed. My God! The headboard has fallen off the bed frame! What did they do? Ah-Chye and Amy lift Yuta’s arms away from their shoulders and the Japanese man tumbles backwards into the bed with a grunt, causing the wooden cross slats of the frame to creak. Ah-Chye hands Amy a plastic bag containing Yuta’s herbal medicine and she places it on the side table.

  “How much do I owe you?” Amy reaches for her handbag dangling from the crook of her right arm.

  “Eighty.”

  Amy opens her handbag and pays Ah-Chye. “You can keep the change.”

  “Thank you.” Ah-Chye stuffs the money notes in his shirt pocket. “Can I use your toilet, please.” He turns and starts to walk away.

  “Of course.”

  Inside the en-suite bathroom, Ah-Chye stands at the toilet bowl and unzips his fly. He casts his gaze down and stoops for a closer look. Holy cow! Five used condoms in the toilet bowl! They did it five times!

   

  Images dissolve in my mind as Ah-Chye finishes his story. I pluck a golden gob from the husk of an open durian and cast my gaze at him, sitting beside me. “Is your story about the jeep-pun-kia [Japanese] true?” I bite off a glob of creamy flesh and a sweet-rancid aroma races up my nostrils.

  Ah-Chye tosses a fleshless durian seed on the table. “Of course.” He licks his fingers. “This ang haeh is delicious!”

  Ah-Chye and I are eating durians at a stall at Anson Road, which is dotted with shady rain-of-the-forest trees.

  “Any more stories to tell me?”

  “I’ve several as I’ve been a trishaw rider for ten years.” He prises another flesh-covered seed from a durian husk with his fingers. “My stories can take up several pages of your book.”

   

  Back in my hotel room in Gurney Drive, I search on my laptop for scientific studies on durian as an aphrodisiac. As reported in the Asian Journal of Biological Sciences, [Volume 3. No. 1, 2010 edition], Dr. Venkatesh Palaniyappan of the Sir C. R. Reddy College of Pharmaceutical Sciences in Tamil Nadu, India, found that mice fed with durians over a 14-day period had higher sperm counts and higher sperm mobility as compared to a control group not on a durian diet. They also had sex five times more often than the control group. No wonder, there’s an Indonesian saying that goes like this: Saat durian mulai jatuh, sarung malah naik. [When durians fall, the sarungs are lifted up].

   

  *  *  *

   

  Sucking a toothpick, Ah-Chye exits a coffee shop on Muntri Street, George Town, after his breakfast of toast, soft-boiled eggs and a cup of coffee. The rising sun is peeping over the rooftops of buildings and the drag is almost deserted.

  As he moves towards his trishaw parked outside the coffee shop, an African woman, possibly in her mid-twenties, is also taking long strides to his vehicle. “Take me to Stewart Lane, please.” Her voice brims with impatience; her English is accented. “Can you be fast? I’m late for an appointment.” She is dressed in a short sleeveless dress with a V-shaped neckline.

  “Sure!” As the trishaw rolls away, Ah-Chye hears a voice holler, “Stop! She stole my wallet!” He looks over his back to see a fat foreign man with tousled hair, sporting crumpled shorts and a collarless T-shirt running after the trishaw. “She’s a thief!” Possibly a Middle Eastern tourist. His awkward manner of running makes Ah-Chye look at his feet. Great Scott! He’s wearing hotel room slippers!

  “That’s a lie!” shouts the woman. “He said he had insufficient money to pay me; asked me to follow him to the ATM. I checked his wallet and took my due payment.” Sounds like a dispute between a sex worker and her client.

  A minute later, Ah-Chye hears the hoot of another trishaw. Looking behind, his eyes span wider. Pedalled by a scrawny man, the trishaw is chasing him with the large foreigner as passenger.

  The woman slaps a palm against the cushioned seat. “Faster, my man! Faster!”

  After several moments, Ah-Chye throws another glance over his shoulder, and he gapes. The foreigner and the rider have swapped places. The foreigner is now pedalling the trishaw and the rider has become the passenger. Ah-Chye scowls. The pursuing trishaw is catching up with him. Dammit! That fatty’s a good trishaw rider!

  A short distance ahead, just before the Hainan Temple, the African girl shouts. “Stop! Stop! Stop here!”

  Ah-Chye squeezes the brake levers on his handlebars with all his might, bringing the vehicle to a stop. His passenger jumps off. “You sit down! I’ll pedal! Quick! Quick!”

  Ah-Chye hops into the carriage and sits leaning forward, his heart thumping at the excitement of the flee-and-pursue, and the African girl starts to pedal furiously. As the trishaw approaches an intersection, it swerves to the right to avoid an old man on a bicycle drifting across. “Eeeeeek!” the African woman screams as the vehicle crashes into a monsoon drain. Flung off the saddle, she lands on top of Ah-Chye who is thrown on the pavement a split second earlier. Unhurt, the African woman gets up and starts to run away.

  His wind knocked out, Ah-Chye waves his hand frantically. “Hey, my payment!” He slowly gets to his feet. “I want my payment!”

  While running, the woman opens her handbag, takes out some notes and throws them on the road.  As Ah-Chye goes to pick them up, the second trishaw whizzes past him. At the next intersection, the vehicle and the African woman turn and disappear from sight.

   

  *  *  *

   

  Sitting in the carriage of his own trishaw parked outside Monaco Inn (not its real name) at Macalister Road, Hussein sees a beefy man and a short man walking out of its entrance. He bolts upright when the two men start to walk towards his trishaw. As they get nearer, he leaps out of the carriage, yanks away a towel hanging around his neck and slaps it against the cushioned seat a few times.

  The duo stops a few feet away from Hussein, whose eyes gleam with anticipation.

  They are garbed in collarless T-shirts of different colours and casual slacks.

  The larger of the two, wearing spectacles, asks, “Can you take us to a karaoke with GROs?” Half-bald, he is probably in his early fifties, has a squat nose and bunched-up eyelids circling his small eyes.

  “I know all the naughty places in George Town.” Hussein hops aboard the saddle. They sound like local tourists. “Come, get in.”

  “Wait!” the short one snaps. “How much? Where’re you taking us?” He has small eyes with brows that almost meet in a straight line and his hair is cut short.

  “Burmah Road, sixty ringgit.”

  Mr. Shorty takes out his smartphone, taps its screen and slides his finger to move the map that has appeared. “Come on,” he says, looking down at the screen, “Burmah Road is very near. Thirty ringgit.”

  “The KTV club is at the far end of Burmah Road, sir. Hussein points in a vague direction. “Forty. I can also wait for you without any charge.”

  “Okay, then.”

   

  The mamasan strides to the VVIP karaoke room of Cheers KTV Club (not its real name), knocks twice on the wooden door and pushes it open. The stink of stale cigarette smoke assaults her nostrils but that does not bother her. She steps in and stands aside to hold the door open for four GROs behind her to enter.

  Mr. Beefy and Mr. Shorty are sitting on a sofa and popping salted nuts into their mouths. The babes stand in a line with their backs to one wall and the mamasan moves to the side of the sofa. “Gentlemen, let me introduce my girls!”

  Mr. Beefy jerks upright,  removes his spectacles and wipes them with a cotton handkerchief. “Only four?” He puts on his spectacles again.

  “The rest have still not arrived yet, a few others are putting on make-up.” The mamasan looks at her charges. “From left to right: Ngoc from Vietnam, a university student, eighteen years old, first time in Malaysia;” – the pretty girl with a curvy body forms a heart with her hands and smiles – “next is Huong, also Vietnam;” – the plain-looking lanky lass hitches up her skirt to reveal her crotchless silk panties, making Mr. Beefy’s spectacles slide down his nose – “third babe is Rachany, a genuine Cambodian jade, speaks a little bit of English, but very playful; and the last girl is Prija” – she blows a kiss at Mr. Shorty who returns the favour – “from the Land of Smiles – she’s a former Bangkok car-show model.” The mamasan pauses. “All can give bathroom service except Ngoc.”

  Mr. Shorty waves his hand at Prija who clomps over on wedges to sit beside him. Mr. Beefy sweeps his gaze across the other three girls again. Ngoc locks her gaze with him, puckers her lips and kisses the air. A tingle throbs in Mr. Beefy’s loins and his pulse quickens. “I want Ngoc!”

   

  His cheeks flushed, Mr. Beefy takes a gulp of Asahi beer, releases a burp and puts his mug down. Sitting beside him, Ngoc is cracking watermelon seeds between her teeth, looking at the massive LCD monitor in front. Lyrics are running across the LCD monitor but no one is singing.

  Mr. Beefy turns to kiss Ngoc on the cheek and there is no reaction. He cups her face with one hand and twists sideways to plant a kiss on her mouth but she turns away. “Darling, no kissing!” She holds his wrist to pull his hand away from her face.

  Mr. Beefy casts a glance at Mr. Shorty and Prija, who are snuggled in an armchair diagonally across from him. Her skirt hitched up revealing lacy panties, Prija is straddling Mr. Shorty with both her feet on the armchair. She is kissing him, her tongue twirling in his mouth, and at the same time, Mr. Shorty is squeezing the cheeks of her buttocks with both hands. Dammit! I should have chosen Prija! Mr. Beefy exhales a blast of regret.

  Now, Mr. Beefy cups one of Ngoc’s breasts but the feel of thick fabric padding does not thrill him. He slips his hand under her blouse and starts to slide it upward.  The smooth satiny quality of her skin heats up the blood in his groin.

  “Darling, no touching!” Ngoc pulls his hand away, folds her arms across her chest and sits up straight, keeping her knees together.

  Shit! I’ve been tricked by her fake friendliness earlier! Mr. Beefy gets up, takes a few unsteady steps forward to the armchair where Mr. Shorty and Prija are locked in an embrace. He taps the shoulder of Mr. Shorty, who opens his startled eyes.

  “Ah-Kok, let’s swap girls!” Mr. Beefy rubs his hands gleefully.

  Prija breaks the kiss and rests her head on Mr. Shorty’s chest, her hands clinging to his shoulders.

  “Why?” Mr. Shorty’s loud voice is hostile.

  “My girl’s not co-operative.”

  Mr. Shorty gesticulates with an open palm. “That’s your problem!”

  “Come on, be a sport!” Sharp furrows bite into Mr. Beefy’s brows. “Prija’s not your wife!”

  “No way!” Mr. Shorty yells, his breath spewing the stink of brandy. “You’re soooo ….stupid! You should know that pretty girls seldom deliver good service.”

  “How dare you call me stupid?” Mr. Beefy hikes his chin, his eyes blazing. “I should shove a beer bottle up your ass!” With a grunt, he grabs the arm of the chair and topples it sideways, spilling Mr. Shorty and Prija on to the carpeted floor.

  Mr. Shorty gets up and makes an American-football-style tackle at Mr. Beefy who falls backwards.

  “Eeeek!” Prija screams. “Ngoc, get the bouncers!”

   

  The dark-tinted glass doors of Cheers KTV Club swing open and two burly bouncers lead Mr. Beefy and Mr. Shorty out by the back of their shirt collars.

  Hussein steps up to one of the bouncers, a man with a pockmarked face, and asks, “What happened?”

  “They were fighting!” The bouncer releases Mr. Beefy. “All because of a GRO!”

  Mr. Beefy and Mr. Shorty stagger to the trishaw and climb aboard.

  “Back to our hotel,” Mr. Beefy says, then compressing his mouth flat in a grim.

  Hussein pedals away. Midway to the hotel, he overhears his passengers talking: “Papa, I’m sorry I called you stupid.”

  “That’s alright, Ah-Kok, I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”

  
    What! A father and his son fighting over a GRO?
  

   

  *  *  *

   

  Jeremy, a forty-year-old businessman from Kuala Lumpur, picks up his smartphone from the dresser and taps the screen. He reads the WeChat message he received while he was shaving in the bathroom minutes earlier.

   

  
    New Car From Laos
    

    Just Arrived Yesterday
    

    New Engine, Low Mileage 
    

    Name: Leilana
    

    Age: 19 
    

    Price: RM230 (1 hour)
    

    Call Oscar NOW!
  

   

  An upper-body photo shows a girl with big sparkling eyes under curly lashes, high cheek bones and a straight-edged nose. Her beige T-shirt is stretched tight across her ample breasts. She is at a beach, and her dainty hand is lifted just about to sweep away wind-blown strands of hair covering her mouth. Not bad looking. And it’s not easy to get a Laotian girl back in KL.

  Jeremy calls the number in the message. “Hello, Oscar? Is your photo of Leilana real?” He cradles his phone between his ear and shoulder.

  “Yes, of course, one hundred percent real.” The voice is courteous.

  Jeremy pulls his pajama trousers down to his knees. “She isn’t a ladyboy, is she?” He steps out of them and the blue cotton folds drop in a crumpled pile at his feet.

  “Boss, there’re very few ladyboys in Laos. I guarantee she’s a girl.”

  Jeremy picks up his bundled pajama trousers and tosses them onto the bed. “Got outcall?” He strides to the closet at one corner and slides its louvered wooden door open.

  “Sorry, boss, only incall. Leilana has several appointments lined up. She cannot waste time travelling around.”

  Jeremy snatches his pair of briefs hanging from a clothes hanger. “Can DFK?”

  “Up to her, boss. If you’re pleasant looking, smell good, excellent chance of high GFE!”

  “Where’s your place?” He puts his briefs on.

  “Jasmina Hotel, Penang Road. You want to fix an appointment?”

  That’s nearby. Jeremy clucks his tongue. Too far to walk but too near for a taxi. A trishaw will be fine. He takes his trousers, which are draped over the rung of a metal clothes hanger and steps inside them. “Yup, for today.” He pulls the zipper and buttons up.

  “What time do you want?”

  Jeremy holds his mobile phone with his left hand. “Four in the afternoon.” His right hand starts to unbutton his pajama shirt.

  “Sorry, all afternoon slots have been booked. How about 7 pm?”

  Jeremy casts his gaze at his shirts in the closet. “Sure, that’ll be fine.” He whips a long-sleeved shirt from its hanger.

  “Okay, call me when you’ve arrived.”

   

  In the small lobby of Jasmina Hotel (not its real name), Jeremy sinks into a seat on a sofa and scans his surroundings. Good …there’re CCTV cameras at the reception counter and at the ceiling lines. He takes out his smartphone and reads several business emails until the appointed time. He then calls Oscar who gives him Leilana’s room number.

  Minutes later, Jeremy is standing outside her room. He presses the  doorbell and, seconds later, the handle is turned downward from the inside. The door swings open inward and his leather heels click as he steps into the room. A girl of about five feet three inches is still holding on to the handle and is about to shut the door.

  Jeremy’s eyes span wider in shock. Sweet suffering saints! His frustration escapes in a bluster of air.

  From an oval-shaped face framed by long hair, a pair of lively eyes is staring at him. Her nose is perfect and her deep cleavage promises hidden joys. However, her mouth reveals rotten teeth, which are in various stages of decay. With nary a word, Jeremy braces the door with one hand before it swings shut, yanks it open wider and walks off.

  Minutes later in the lobby, when he starts to head to the glass front doors, his mobile phone rings, and he answers it. The ID shows it’s from the pimp. “Oscar! Don’t take me for a fool! The profile photo does not show her  pitiful teeth.”

  “Mister, that’s not the issue.” Oscar’s voice is cold and hard. “You booked her but never take her? You must pay a penalty! Fifty ringgit! Otherwise, my thugs will be waiting for you outside your hotel!”

  “Don’t mess around with me. I’m a lau-jiao whore-monger.” Jeremy’s voice is calm and steady. “You don’t scare me. You want me to bring the police to this hotel and put you out of business?” He ends the call.

  Fifteen minutes later, Jeremy arrives back at his hotel on a trishaw. There’s no sign of any thugs waiting for him outside.

   

  *  *  *

   

  Simon, a solo backpacker from Perth, Australia, steps out of his guesthouse in Love Lane. As he walks towards Chulia Street, which is chock-a-block with bars and budget hostels, he hears the ring of a bicycle bell behind him. Before he can turn to look, a trishaw passes him and stops at the roadside. The trishaw rider, an Indian man in his mid-thirties, gives him a hearty greeting. “Good evening, sir! You want transport?”

  “No, thanks!” He notices bouquets of roses sticking in the side grilles of the trishaw and adds, “Nice trishaw, mate.”

  At Chulia Street, George Town’s backpacker haven, he pops into a 24-hour convenience store to buy a packet of cigarettes. Two women are hanging around on the pavement. As he steps out of the store, one of the women accosts him. “Hello, handsome man!” Her husky voice betrays that she is a transsexual. “Want short time with me?”

  Simon ignores her and crosses the road to Hong Kong Bar and takes a table. He was here the previous night and chatted up two female travellers from New Zealand. He had a great time and tonight he’s hoping to bump into his new friends again. Luck is with him and he meets them.

  Come 2 a.m., the party breaks up. Simon is tipsy, but as a gentleman he escorts his friends back to their inn nearby. When he tries to return to his guesthouse, he’s unsure which direction to head to and toddles down a lane. Further ahead, he sees a trishaw parked at the roadside and as he approaches it, he hears muffled groans.  The trishaw is also rattling intermittently. A plastic sheet hangs from the hood of the trishaw to the end of its floor. Huh? What’s going on? Usually, the plastic is hung up only when it’s raining.

  Simon takes out his mobile phone from his pocket, points at the window in the back of the canvass hood and switches on the torch light. “Hey! Get that light off us!” Simon’s jaw drops. Jesus Christ! The transsexual who was earlier at the convenience store is having sex with the Indian trishaw man whom he met at Love Lane. Woohoo! Love Lane’s full of love.

   

  *  *  *

   

  The mobile on his desk rings and Jimmy picks it up. “Hello, Tropical Island Social Escort.” His gaze travels to the computer screen, which is divided into quarters, each small rectangle showing different areas of the lobby. “Ah, Eddy, good to hear from you again. You want to book Yuen-Yuen, the China doll? What time? Hmmm …Yes, she’s free. Okay, see you.” He ends the call and jabs a number. “Hello? Ah-Ming, any of your old crones speak Mandarin? My regular client’s coming at 4 p.m.” He releases a chuckle. “Don’t get one too old, okay? She must also be slim. You got to brief her on the standard arrangement.” He presses the “END” button and calls Yuen-Yuen. “Xiojie, you’ve a special client at 4 p.m. Here’s what I want you to do…”

  Hours later, Jimmy’s phone rings and the caller ID shows it’s from Eddy. He scrutinizes the CCTV images on his computer screen and sees Eddy, wearing sunglasses, and the usual trishaw-driver in the lobby. Nothing suspicious, only two men checking in at the counter. “Yes, Eddy? Where are you? In the lobby? Great! Give your girl a minute to get ready.” Just to buy some time to re-check the situation. All clear, no cops around. “You can come up to room 444.” Jimmy quickly calls Yuen-Yuen. “Your client’s coming up with a friend.” In the CCTV images, Jimmy sees the trishaw-driver as on previous occasions leading Eddy by his hand to the lift lobby. The latter is holding a white walking stick.

  Clad in a dress ending mid-thigh, twenty-five-year-old Yuen-Yuen goes to the door to open it when she hears the bell. She sees a blind man, possibly early fifties, and another slightly younger man standing in the doorway. The blind man asks his companion something in Hokkien dialect and the latter replies, “Si, si-he.” Without uttering a word, Yuen-Yuen steps aside and gestures with an open palm. Nudged from the back by his companion, her john steps inside, tapping his cane on the floor and against one wall. With the driver left outside, Yuen-Yuen closes the door, locks it and leads the blind man by the hand to the chair at the dresser. At that moment, a slim woman crawls out from under the bed. In her late forties, she is the resident cheap prostitute of Ah-Ming’s low-class brothel and has seen better days. “Qīn’àide [darling]!” She latches one hand on his wrist. “Rang wo dainǐ qùxǐshǒujiān [let take you to the bathroom]! As they move towards the bathroom, Yuen-Yuen crawls under the bed.

  “So, by supplying a cheaper sex worker, the ore kooi thau [pimp] gets a bigger cut.” Ah-Chye wipes his fork and knife with a piece of serviette.

  “How do you know there were two women in the room?” I grip a morsel of oyster omelette with my chopsticks.

  “Once, after the deed was done, I went to the room to fetch Eddy. To my surprise, I caught a glimpse of another older woman about to come out from the bathroom. She quickly retreated inside.” Ah-Chye slices a piece of chicken chop with his knife and fork. “Blind and horny, it’s a tough call. He’s happy and the Ah-Ming’s old hookers continue to earn.” He pops the piece of chicken chop into his mouth.
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Jaunts by Rickshaw




  
  From a cloth bag hanging from the handlebars of his trishaw, Poh-Teik (not his real name) takes out a bottle of water, unscrews the cap and takes a gulp. His trishaw is parked on the roadside outside a hotel under the shadow of a block of high-rise buildings. He replaces the bottle in the bag and returns to his former spot on the pavement that he was sitting on seconds ago.

  From across the road, he sees a lanky man coming out of Thye Wan Health Centre next to the Catholic Information Centre. Carrying a bulging canvas briefcase, the lanky man approaches Poh-Teik. A squeaky voice rolls from his thin lips, “What’s your charge for an hour?”

  “Fifty.”

  “That’s tourist price. I’ll pay you twenty-five – I’m a local from Bukit Mertajam.”

  “Forty. Today’s a hot day.” Poh-Teik notices that he’s wearing cheap canvass shoes and an old watch, probably bought from the flea bazaar in Rope Walk.

  “Thirty per hour, I’m going to several places. Take it or leave it.”

  I doubt he can afford forty so thirty’s better than nothing. “Okay, okay. Where to?”

  “Take me to a few hanky-panky hotels.” The lanky man climbs aboard.

  Poh-Teik pushes the trishaw off its metal stand, swings a leg over the saddle and steps on the pedals. I see, he’s looking for women. “I’ll take you to Waterloo Hotel (not its real name) at Leith Street.”

  Minutes later, the trishaw rolls past the gateway of the five-storey hotel and stops at the front entrance. The lanky man climbs out. “Please wait for me. I may or may not be long.”

  “Enjoy yourself, sir.” Poh-Teik staves off a smirk on his lips. “I’ll park across the road at Red Garden food court. When you’re done, I’ll come over.”

  By the time Poh-Teik finishes his Pepsi-Cola, he sees the lanky man standing at the gateway entrance and rides his vehicle over.

  “Where to now?”

  “Another naughty hotel.”

  Poh-Teik manoeuvres the rickshaw in the right direction. “The girls here not up to your expectation?”

  Not answering his question, the lanky man clambers aboard. “Where’re you taking me next?”

  Poh-Teik starts to pedal. “I’ll take you to Paris Hotel, Irving Road.” After a while, he hunches on the handlebar. “Irving Road was named after Charles John Irving, who held a few posts during the British era. He was Acting Lieutenant Governor, then Resident Councillor and finally Auditor-General.”

  The lanky man remains silent, indicating an obvious lack of interest in history.

  Soon, they reach a row of pre-war heritage building and an old fading signboard outside a shophouse says “Paris Hotel” in English and Chinese. The lanky man gets off and disappears inside. Ten minutes later, he re-appears with his face glowing with happiness.

  Has he a fetish for older women? He seems happy! “Want to go another hotel?”

  “Of course! Of course!” The lanky man hops aboard with more agility than before.

  Poh-Teik squares his shoulders and  inhales deeply to fortify his energy. “Hock Aun Hotel, Dato Kramat Road – here we come!” His cheeks bloat like those of a puffer fish as he exhales and inhales to the fullest capacity. “This hotel has a gruesome history. A prostitute was murdered by her lover in 2007. He was given the death sentence by hanging.”

  At Hock Aun Hotel, the lanky man enters and exits in a jiffy with his face in a scowl. “Any more places to take me to?”

  “We’ll go to Soo Chow Hotel, Kampung Deli Road, near Macalister Lane. The hotel’s near a steamboat restaurant.” Wow! This is going to be quite a lucrative ride! Leaning forward, Poh-Teik pushes his rickshaw to a running start before climbing up the saddle.

  Outside Soo Chow Hotel, Poh-Teik takes another glug from his water bottle after his passenger has entered inside.  Strange, why is this man going from one brothel to another? He dips his hand into his trouser pocket, pulls out a face towel and wipes sweat off his forehead. Is he suffering from excessive sex  drive?

  The lanky man comes back to Poh-Teik’s rickshaw after a quick visit to Soo Chow Hotel. “Where else?” He starts to whistle a happy tune.
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