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		For my parents, with love.
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		This is home, truly 
 ‘Home’ by Dick Lee (1998)
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		Saturday 22 February

								

	
				We met for dinner first. Of course, we would need to fuel up before we danced the night away. I thought we’d be eating nearer to the club but Shanti decreed that we would eat further away as the places nearby would be packed with other clubgoers.
 We ended up meeting at McDonald’s.
 ‘Ooh … so cute,’ cooed Nora as she took in Maggie’s sparkly top and flirty skirt. ‘Exactly right for dancing! And the shoes are the best.’ 
 ‘Aren’t they?’ Maggie peered down at her sequinned sneakers. ‘Matt said they’d be the most comfortable for dancing.’
 Fair and dainty, Maggie’s outfit made her look like a teenage fairy. Her parents are really strict and she’s not very comfortable with revealing outfits so Matt had kept it modest but fun.
 ‘Who’s having what?’ asked Shanti. ‘I’m going to buy.’
 Nora and Maggie held the table while Shanti and I joined the queue for burgers. 
 ‘I think I’m having a Big Mac set and a shake,’ I pondered, studying the menu. 
 ‘It’s disgusting the way you eat,’ Shanti griped. ‘Given how small you are, you just eat and eat and stay the same size while I only have to look at fries to gain weight!’
 ‘It’s all that sitting around you lawyers do. I, on the other hand, am constantly on my — Watch the hair!’ I cried as Shanti aimed a swipe at my head. ‘Not that you could shift it — Matt put so much gel.’
 ‘Matt dressed you?’ Shanti queried. 
 ‘What do you think? Maggie is clueless and I am useless when it comes to this kind of thing. We had to bribe him to help us out — two eclairs, chocolate and coffee.’ 
 I looked down at my black PVC dress, boots and clutch. 
 ‘Not bad, huh? Considering we got all of it in Holland Village, including make-up. Lucky we went shopping last week. We couldn’t find anything in my size. Had to get this taken in. Auntie Win was laughing like crazy.’
 ‘I was wondering about the make-up. I’ve never seen you in more than lip gloss — Yes, we’ll have two Big Macs, one cheeseburger and one McChicken, all sets with Coke — no three Cokes and one Sprite.’
 ‘And I’ll have a strawberry milkshake. Yup, Auntie Win let us get dressed in her changing room then Matt did our make-up.’
 It took two trays to carry all the food back to the table. 
 ‘It was so much fun!’ Maggie was saying. ‘Matt is really good at picking out clothes. I was a bit worried at first — there were so many choices and I didn’t have a clue. Mei just looked around and said “The hell with it! I’m going to get expert help.” Then she went off and came back with Matt.’ 
 ‘It went a lot faster after that.’ 
 ‘More like “It went a lot faster after you gave in about The Bag.”’
 ‘The Bag? Oh ya, I don’t see it,’ said Nora. 
 Maggie laughed. ‘Matt insisted that he wasn’t going to waste his time dressing us if she was going to spoil it all by carrying The Bag.’
 ‘Nothing wrong with The Bag!’ I grumped. ‘It’s the only one big enough to carry everything I need.’ I missed The Bag, as everybody calls it, usually making a face. It is a satchel that I picked up at the army supplies shop when I started uni. Actually, I’d wanted the one in camouflage but since, as Shanti pointed out, I spent very little time in the jungle, I’d gotten the olive green one instead. 
 It goes everywhere with me and carries everything I need. Made of hard-wearing, waterproof canvas, it holds a lot! Umbrella (the Singaporean American Express: Don’t leave home without it! Rain or shine you’ll need it), bus guide, water bottle (I get thirsty), first aid kit, sewing kit, notebook, sweater (sometimes the aircon gets too cold, especially when you come inside from the hot outside), snacks — you name it, I had it in The Bag. These days, I don’t carry many library books but I still like having a book with me to read on the bus and I keep a hard folder in there in case I have to keep any paper uncrumpled. 
 ‘Wah!!! So, what do you have in that teeny tiny thing?’ Nora snatched my clutch and upended it on the table.
 ‘Oi! You’re going to get tomato sauce on my stuff!’
 ‘Keys, packet tissue, NRIC and Transitlink … oh and $40 in the pocket. That’s not going to buy you many drinks.’
 ‘Wow, you must be feeling so naked … you don’t even have your pager.’
 ‘Wait, no phone card? Ya, I am feeling sooo naked and extremely insecure so don’t make me cry — as it is the false eyelashes are making my eyes itch.’ I lifted a finger to scratch the annoying weight on my eyelids.
 ‘Don’t rub!’ cried Maggie and smacked my hand down. 
 After eating, we took a cab to Zouk. Shanti got the front seat and the rest of us fit in the back. 
 Wow! The queue or rather the crowd outside the club was huge. Well, it was Saturday night after all. 
 Most of them looked like university students. There were also the sarong party girls in tight tube tops and super-short skirts, clinging to the arms of their ang moh boyfriends, mostly overweight with thinning hair, all sweating like crazy in the humid night. Although, I’m not sure if you should call them ‘boyfriends’ because some of them looked like they were nearer sixty than sixteen. 
 An hour later, we got our hands stamped and finally made it into the club. To my disgust but not surprise, the bouncers stopped only me, so the others went on ahead while I had to stay back and dig out my NRIC to show them.
 Just entering the club itself was an experience. Going through the smoky tunnel, I followed the others at a distance, distracted by everything that was going on. You could hear the thumping of music, people talking, laughing, a dizzying kaleidoscope of sight and sound.
 Although Maggie and I were DBM (‘Dressed by Matt’), Nora and Shanti didn’t need his help to look good. Nora, slim and fine-boned, looks elegant regardless of what she wears. Tonight, she was wearing a black slip dress over a white t-shirt with white sneakers. Her pixie cut, just like Demi Moore’s, was slicked down. 
 If I could only use one word to describe Shanti, it would be ‘statuesque’. Hard to believe that once upon a time I was taller than she was. Unfortunately, while I stopped growing at about 10, she just kept on and on; I think she grew her last cm in her second year of university. She doesn’t dress up outside work unless she has to (i.e. her parents will be present) so she was just wearing faded hip-hugging jeans and a cropped red t-shirt that showed off her curves. Her only make-up was a red lipstick. Her long glossy black hair was casually twisted and tucked under. Even so, I watched men’s heads turn as she went by. You really don’t need to dress up when you look that good dressed down. I sighed with envy. 
 In the club, the dancefloor was packed. Barely room to move but still people were managing to dance like the world was going to end tomorrow. 
 With the strobe lights and the other fancy laser stuff, I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to find the girls. But from a few steps above the dancefloor, I spotted Shanti and eeled my way to them, wishing I had thought of ear plugs.
 Techno’s really not my thing. Normally, I like stuff I can hum along to; in other words, music that actually has a tune. But in a club, you’re surrounded by the sound and it becomes another experience altogether. Monotonous and repetitious becomes tribal and hypnotic. You lose track of time and the thumping bass takes over the beating of your heart. You become a part of it, oblivious to everything except the pulsing rhythm … and your bladder.
 Forty minutes later I really needed to pee. I tapped Shanti on the shoulder and pointed to the toilets. She nodded but gestured ‘Drinks?’ I nodded then signed ‘Where?’ She looked around and waved towards the seating area. I nodded but as I turned to go, I felt a hand catch my arm. Maggie wanted to go too.
 The queue for the toilets was long and I was pretty desperate by the time I got into a stall. Wah! The relief! No more toilet paper so I just used a tissue — shh … don’t tell anyone. People keep telling me that it clogs up the pipes but seriously, if there’s no toilet paper, what do you expect me to do? Walk around smelling of pee?
 Someone was throwing up in the next stall. Sounded pretty bad, like she was already empty but unable to stop. Finally the retching ended, just as I was pulling down my skirt.
 We emerged at the same time, my toilet neighbour and I. She was swaying slightly, pale as a ghost, her eyes were red and her mascara was running. Her bobbed hair was limp, like she had used up even the energy from there. Even so, she still looked vaguely familiar … like I knew her from somewhere? 
 ‘Are you okay?’ I asked as I held the door for her. 
 She nodded but if anything, she got even paler when she looked at me. I pushed my way through the chattering crowd to the fountain sink, a colourful tiled creation that was trying to be artistic and turned to let the poor thing have first go but she was gone. Eww … she definitely hadn’t washed her hands or washed out her mouth. 
 ‘Mei! Thanks for waiting!’ Maggie had joined me. 
 ‘No prob. Let’s go get our drinks.’ I was ready for a drink. Even with the aircon, the exercise and the sheer body heat emanated by the other dancers had heated the space until I could feel the sweat running down my back. 
 Shanti had managed to get a table. Somewhat near the entrance but I wasn’t complaining. We were all pretty much ready for a rest. Talk about no stamina.
 We sat around chilling. People milled about, coming, going, meeting, parting. 
 Not much conversation as the music was way too loud. As I watched them set up the stage for the live performance, a familiar face passed us on the way out. Toilet Girl was leaving. 
 The next few hours passed in a blur of pulsing music and gyrating bodies. We stumbled out drunk on the beat, just in time to take the last bus home. After all, I had to work tomorrow.
 
	

			
			


		

	
		
			
	
		

		Sunday 23 February

								

	
				Jiak Kim Street
 On the Singapore River, a boat floated as the men onboard captured floating rubbish with a big net. A bumboat chugged downriver to find its place among the others waiting for the tourists to find them.
 On land, the little road sweeper was peacefully sweeping up the detritus from the night before, thriftily crushing then stowing the empty beer and drinks cans in the plastic bag tied at his waist. Empty plastic packets fluttered about, blown by the wind into the alley between the club and the construction site fence. He followed them into the alley.
 As he swept up the litter, his eye was caught by movement further in. He walked over to get a closer look. A young girl lay sprawled, skirt aflutter in the wind, face turned away as if asleep but ants were busily crawling around and over her fearlessly, as though she was a fallen tree in the jungle.
 Finally, he got close enough to smell her.
  
 * * *
  
 The police inspector squatted by the girl and pondered. He’d taken all the photos he needed and was waiting for the crime scene specialists to show up. 
 He stared at her face. So young and still somebody had killed her. 
 Without any sign of an NRIC, it was going to be damn difficult to find out who she was. Even with the crowds of people who were here last night, it was unlikely that anybody would come forward.
 But what was seriously puzzling him was the scattered Panda candy that surrounded her like a sunny halo.
 
	

			
			


		

	
		
			
	
		

		Tuesday 25 February

								

	
				When I woke up on Tuesday morning, I could feel my t-shirt sticking to my skin with sweat. I really felt icky. Even my bedsheet was damp with sweat! The fan was still going, valiantly circulating the hot, humid air which did not reach me. Ling must have adjusted its direction in the night, the bitch. 
 Ah Pa doesn’t believe in air conditioning at least not for his children. In the flat, there is only one room with air-conditioning — the master bedroom. Not that Ma appreciates it. Every night there’s a fight over the temperature — she hates being cold and will tell you in great detail how aircon causes fong sup, what torture she suffers every morning and how Ah Pa is a brute for making her sleep in aircon.
 But even so, I wish we had aircon in the bedroom or at least a second fan that could be directly blowing on me; another cause of fong sup but who cares? Maybe I should buy another fan. It’s just too hot, too humid … even in shorts and a tank top, sweat gathers in every crevice. 
 My Malaysian friends tell me it’s a real shock to the system when they first come to Singapore. Amazing, given that we’re just south of them. One of them, Jasmine, claims that she spent her first week here flat on her back because of the humidity. It just saps everything out of you. I guess it’s like walking around in a steam bath. The moisture makes the air thick and heavy, so you feel like you’re weighed down. 
 I didn’t have the energy to shift myself. I felt flaccid, no backbone … no muscles. I couldn’t move, couldn’t think …
 Oh … why do I never remember that I should not start reading murder mysteries at night? It’s a ‘once you start, cannot stop’ kind of thing. For me, anyway.
 I somehow gathered up the energy to slither down from my upper bunk bed. Oh no … Ling’s bed was already made. That meant she had already left for work. What time was it? I picked up my watch — die, it was already eight-thirty — I was going to be late for work! 
 Suddenly, I was moving. First to the washbasin to brush teeth then dive into the shower for a wet down and wipe dry. Run back to bedroom and pull on clothes. Okay, didn’t quite wipe dry but good enough.
 All in all, I managed to get ready and out of the house in twenty minutes flat. Breakfast was just going to have to wait. Ma yelled after me ‘Lock the gate!’ I sighed and made a U-turn to lock the gate before I dashed down the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
 On a normal day it takes something like an hour, hour and a half to get from the West Coast to Holland Village, given the time taken waiting for buses to show up. Today, all the connections happened with barely any waiting time. Luck takes pity on fools. I made it to the shop in record time, but still ten minutes late.
 ‘Sorry! Sorry!’ I panted as I ran up to Auntie Fong, who was stooping down to pull up the roller door. 
 ‘Aiyah! Why so late ha?’ she scolded. ‘My back so pain, I had to bend down, open the door, everything!’
 ‘Yes, yes, I know! So sorry! Overslept.’ I took over pulling out the posts while she stood back and folded her arms. 
 ‘Wah! What were you doing last night till you cannot wake up? Pak tor, is it?’ Auntie Fong is always much more amiable once she got things off her chest. 
 This feisty lady started the bookshop to support herself and her son after her husband passed away. He was a police officer who was killed while trying to break up a fight. Apparently one of the assailants had a knife and stuck it in his belly. I heard it took him a week to die from the blood poisoning. 
 Initially, Can-Do was only half a shop, which she shared with Auntie Win who does alterations, then it grew to become the Can-Do bookshop that I know and love. She’s around Ma’s age, so fifty plus? 
 ‘No lah! I was reading that Sara Paretsky mystery last night – so exciting I couldn’t stop. Three o’clock, I was still awake. Her books dam’ shiok one.’ 
 Auntie Fong shook her head at me. ‘Aiyah, get married lah! All this read, read, read, hor, spoil your eyes only! At least if got husband, got something to do at night!’ 
 ‘Ooh … do what aaa…?’ I asked, knowing very well what she was talking about. We’ve had this conversation more than once.
 ‘You know laa …’ 
 ‘Donno leh …’ 
 ‘You aaa … I know you know lah!’ She poked me in the shoulder lightly with her finger, laughing.
 Auntie Fong is somewhat concerned that I’m not married, without even a boyfriend. Keeps telling me that I’m wasting my life, I should look for a husband, I should get married. And that I’m going to regret it when I’m old if I don’t have children to look after me. 
 ‘What to do? No one wants to marry me!’ I sighed somewhat melodramatically.
 ‘Wear a dress, put on some make-up … Sure got man wan’ one!’ She winked an eye and gave me the thumbs-up.
 ‘Huh! And if I’m in a dress, who’s going to carry the books and climb the ladder?’
 ‘If you get married, I can hire a nice strong boy. Good-looking one with big muscles!’ she leered.
 ‘Wah! If Teck Wai hears you …’ 
 ‘Hmph! He’s another one. Work, work, work only! How to find a wife?’
 ‘I’m sure there are a lot of nice young policewomen where he works.’ 
 ‘I keep telling him he should ask you to go out.’
 ‘Cannot lah! Every time we meet we fight like cats and dogs.’
 ‘Hai yah! This kind of fighting is good for being married. You fight and fight but still friendly what!’
 Huh? Fighting is good for a relationship? That’s something I had to think about. Ah Pa and Ma rarely fight except about the aircon temperature. Mainly because he’s usually out driving his taxi. One might think that the reason they don’t fight is that they don’t spend many waking hours together. 
 By the time we’d set up the shelves outside, stuck newspapers in the racks, pushed out the boxes of clearance books and opened up the cash register, Auntie Fong was ready for her morning break. 
 I wandered through the shop with a feather duster, dusting off the tops and backs of the books. On tiptoe I could just about reach the top shelves with the tip of the feather duster. With the number of bookshelves, that took some time. 
 Looking up, I noticed the beginnings of cobwebs in a corner of the ceiling and cursed silently. I was going to need to get the long stick to clean it out, failing which I would have to go down and borrow the ladder. The step stool I used to reach the higher shelves was not going to be high enough to reach that corner. No help for it, it was going to have to wait.
 Never mind, I got the broom and swept the floor. Didn’t take too long with most of the floor space covered with bookshelves but the smooth linoleum seemed to have some sticky stuff here and there, so I had to get the mop out too. With a bit of water and a touch of hard rubbing, the sticky stuff came off — what was it? Someone must have spilled a drink. 
 There didn’t seem to be many people around, so I picked up Auntie Fong’s Straits Times and laid it out over the children’s books display. 
 Headline: ‘Security tightened ahead of Deng’s funeral’. As expected. 
 One hundred and seventy-seven dead in a fire in Baripada? Where was Baripada? I laid down the paper and went over to the shelf for extra-large books. There was a huge atlas there somewhere if nobody had bought it yet. Ah, there it was. In Orissa, 2011 km southeast of Delhi.
 I turned the page over and there a sketch of Toilet Girl looked up at me. Found dead off Jiak Kim Street on Sunday morning. Police seeking information. I felt a chill wash over me. She was dead. She must have died mere hours after I saw her. How did she die? It can’t have been natural causes — she was so young. Did she kill herself? Could I have done something to prevent it? That’s ridiculous! I didn’t even know who she was … did I? 
 She looked so familiar but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Given her fearful reaction when she saw me, it seems like she knew me though. 
 ‘What are you looking at?’ Auntie Fong, back from her morning break, looked down then came around to look over my shoulder.
 ‘This girl. The police are trying to find out who she is.’ I showed her the sketch. I thought it was a pretty good sketch, even though it was completely expressionless. 
 She considered it for a while, wrinkling her nose as she concentrated.
 ‘Isn’t she that girl from Alexandra Secondary School?’ 
 ‘Huh?’ 
 ‘You know lah, that girl! Always comes in to buy special offer M&Bs.’ 
 ‘Oh ya!’ I picked up the phone and, checking the number provided, tried to call the police. Engaged.
 Ten minutes later … engaged.
 Half an hour later … engaged. I put down the receiver and slumped. Auntie Fong patted me consolingly.
 ‘Aiyaaa … always like that one! You have to go down to Cantonment Complex.’ 
 ‘Ummmph …’ That didn’t sound like fun. It was, I knew, really hot outside, while it was nice and cool inside with the aircon.
 She continued brightly. ‘You can go after the lunch crowd. I’ll buy back and then you can go. But must come back by 4 pm, ya?’
 I finally left the shop at about 2 pm, by which time I was so hungry that I had to buy a luncheon meat bun to eat on the way to the bus stop. Even so, by the time I reached Chinatown, I couldn’t take it anymore and ducked into a nearby coffee shop for a quick meal.
 I finally got to the Police Cantonment Complex at about 3 pm. At the glass-walled counter, I handed over my NRIC to the young police officer to take down my details, stated my business and was sent to sit in the waiting area. 
 About ten minutes later, a stern-looking officer came up to me. ‘Madam Tang? I’m Station Inspector Muhammad Rizwan. Please follow me.’
 As I followed him, I studied his back. His hair was cut very short, probably regulation, and over his white shirt he wore a jacket. Wise, because the place was cold. In the ten minutes I’d been waiting, the sweat I’d worked up walking over from the coffee shop in the sun seemed to have frozen on my skin and was sucking up every bit of heat in my body. Even with my
 sweater on.
 He brought me to a small glass-walled room, just big enough for a small table and three chairs, and invited me to sit. 
 ‘So, Madam Tang, what can you tell me?’
 No beating around the bush for Station Inspector Muhammad Rizwan.
 ‘Err … it’s just Miss, I mean Ms. Actually, just call me Mei. I can’t tell you much. It’s just that you were asking for information about the girl found on Jiak Kim Street. So I, I mean we, that is Auntie Fong, I mean, Mrs Chan …’
 He held up his hand. ‘Relax, Miss Tang. Take a breath and start from the beginning.’
 This was embarrassing. I closed my eyes and calmed myself. Start again.
 ‘Well, it actually started on Saturday night when I saw her in the toilet at Zouk. I thought she looked familiar then, so when I saw the sketch of her in the newspaper, it caught my attention. My boss, Mrs Chan, to whom I showed the sketch, says that she’s from Alexandra Secondary School … that’s all …’ I trailed off. Come all the way here just for that. I waited for him to tell me not to waste his time. 
 But he smiled.
 ‘Miss Tang, first of all, thank you for coming all the way here to tell me this. Actually, Alexandra Secondary School has already contacted us and given us the girl’s details. However, I’m more interested in what you can tell me about Saturday night.’
 He went over my entire account, getting every detail on my contact with Toilet Girl for the next thirty minutes. What was she wearing? Was she carrying anything? What time did I see her leave? I am not good with such details and I ummed and ahhed a lot. When he was finally satisfied, he thanked me again and opened the door for me. 
 ‘So … what was her name?’ 
 ‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you at this time.’ 
 ‘How did she die? Did she kill herself?’ I was surprised by how emotional I sounded. ‘Was there something I should have done?’ I almost wailed.
 He seemed taken aback for a moment and then his face softened. 
 ‘No, I’m very sure there was nothing you could have done to help her. She was murdered.’
 My jaw dropped in shock. 
 ‘Sir!’ 
 I turned to see who was calling and, to our mutual surprise, Teck Wai and I came eye to eye. Actually it was eye to chest because he’s quite a bit taller than I am. I had to look up to meet his eyes.
 He was also wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Was this the standard office wear for inspectors? He had an identification tag on a blue and white lanyard around his neck. In the picture on the ID, he was in uniform.
 ‘Mei? What are you doing here? Is my mother okay? Why are you with Inspector Rizwan?’
 ‘Inspector Chan, I hope that when you interview witnesses, you actually give them time to answer.’ Inspector Rizwan said sternly.
 Teck Wai subsided. I sniggered and he shot me a dirty look.
 ‘Relax, your mum is fine. Oh no! I promised her I’d be back by 4 pm. Got to run!’
 ‘Wait a minute, Miss Tang. Is there a number I can reach you at?’
 ‘Page me.’ I rattled off my number and dashed out the door.
  
 * * *
  
 Police Cantonment Complex
 Inspector Rizwan counted the digits that Mei had recited, ‘Can’t be right. One number missing.’ 
 ‘Typical,’ said Teck Wai and rolled his eyes. ‘My mother should have her pager number. I’ll ask her …’
 ‘She works for your mother?’
 ‘Ya. When she was studying, she started to come to my mom’s shop to rent books. Then when I joined up, she started helping my mom out and next thing I knew she was working at the shop. I guess she’s okay lah.’ he ended on a disgruntled tone.
 ‘Why so not happy? You don’t like her, is it?’
 Teck Wai shuddered. 
 ‘Since Mei is the right age, single and gets along with her, my mother keeps suggesting that I should ask her out. Never mind I’m not interested, never mind I’m too busy, all the time it’s “Ah Wai ah, Mei this”, “Ah Wai ah, Mei that’ … wah piang! Headache only!”
 ‘Ah … I remember that. My mak was exactly the same. But, you know, if you are planning to get married maybe —’
 ‘Aiyo! Tolong ah!’ Teck Wai clutched at his hair. ‘Don’ start can or not?’
 
	

			
			


		

	
		
			
	
		

		Wednesday 26 February

								

	
				Auntie Rosnah came by while I was dusting the books. As usual, she was dressed to impress, today in flowing navy pants with an embroidered, dark grey tunic and, to top it all, a fantastic turban in a dusty violet. 
 Unfortunately, as the storm colours indicated, she wasn’t in a good mood. Her generous, normally smiling, mouth drooped disconsolately and her eyes, even with false eyelashes, looked tired. 
 ‘Mei ah, you went to university, right?’
 ‘Ya …?’
 ‘What do you need to get into university?’
 ‘Hmmm … well it really depends on what you want to do. Courses like Science or Engineering have very different requirements than Literature. Some more, got quota so …’
 She frowned. ‘I don’t even know what that boy wants to do. When I try to talk to him about it, he just laughs and runs away. Some more, O-levels coming and he still main-main!’
 ‘Why don’t you get Mei to talk to him?’ asked Auntie Fong from behind her newspaper. ‘He and Lakshmi always come and chichi chacha with her.’ 
 I started to deny it but Auntie Rosnah turned back to me eagerly. ‘Can ah, Mei?’
 I sighed. How does one get a teenage boy to sit and talk? I still remembered my brother, Beng, at fifteen, communicating in grunts and shrugs. My parents had been at their wits’ end. Even though Nik was more talkative than Beng, trying to get him to talk about such things would be difficult. Hmmm …
 ‘It’s going to take some money to buy Swensen’s for him, Lakshmi and me, okay?’
 ‘Why Lakshmi?’ asked Auntie Fong.
 ‘How do you think I’m going to get him to talk to me? I’m going to lure him with food. And if it’s three of us, then he won’t feel like I’m trapping him so it’ll be easier to talk.’
 Auntie Rosnah sighed. ‘Okay.’
 ‘No guarantee ah!’
  
 * * *
  
 ‘Hello?’
 ‘Mei! I want to eat ABC!’
  
 * * *
  
 ‘So, what you been busy with?’ Shanti asked as she carefully brought down the height of her ice kacang. The neon bright red, green and yellow syrups that soaked into the shaved ice had melded and darkened into slush before, satisfied, she scooped up a spoonful. 
 I stirred my chendol to mix the drizzle of gula melaka into the creamy coconut milk.
 ‘Same old same — Oh! I went to Cantonment Complex yesterday.’
 ‘What for?’
 ‘Did you see that sketch of a girl in the Straits Times? Wait a minute.’ I dug in The Bag and pulled out the folder with the article I’d clipped from Auntie Fong’s copy of ST when she was done with it.
 Handing her the article, I continued, ‘Turns out she was regular at the shop. I couldn’t get through on the phone so Auntie Fong said I should go down to Cantonment.’
 ‘All the way there just to tell them that?’ Shanti studied the picture.
 I shrugged but I already felt the prickling of tears again. Why is it that this keeps happening whenever I think of Toilet Girl? I didn’t even know her that well. I blinked hard.
 ‘Turns out, they already knew who she was but the inspector asked me a lot of questions about when I saw her last Saturday night.’
 ‘When did you see her?’ Shanti gasped.
 I sighed. ‘First time in the toilet when I went with Maggie, then when we were sitting down, I saw her leaving. I even spoke to her in the toilet, but I didn’t recognize her.’
 Shanti digested that for a while. ‘But why were they asking you so many questions?’
 I gulped. ‘She was murdered.’
 ‘What???’ 
 I hushed her but heads turned — her voice really carries. Nothing to see here, folks.
 Shanti lowered her voice but continued. ‘How do you know she was murdered?’
 ‘I asked the inspector.’
 She gave me a disbelieving look. ‘And he told you? Just like that?’
 ‘Well, I was upset … I thought she killed herself.’
 ‘So do the police think you’re involved?’
 ‘No lah! He was just trying to confirm the timeline … or something. He didn’t tell me anything.’
 ‘What do you mean “confirm the timeline”? This isn’t the US, you know. You read too many murder mysteries.’
 ‘There’s no way I could have killed her. I was with you guys until we all went home together.’ I grinned at her, ‘See, I even have witnesses to my whereabouts.’
 ‘You aaa!’ Shanti grumbled. ‘I hope you aren’t planning to kaypoh in a police investigation.’
 ‘Who? Me?’ I blinked innocently.
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				‘Ah Fong ah, Mei can come and jaga my shop, eh sai boh? Very urgent!’ Auntie Geok called over. 
 Auntie Fong nodded and waved me over to the shop selling fashion accessories. Auntie Geok sold all kinds of pretty bits and pieces, from earrings, necklaces, hair clips and scrunchies to pantyhose, stockings and socks.
 While I was rearranging the hair accessories, Lakshmi came in with a couple of other girls also wearing the Alexandra Secondary School uniform. 
 She waved to me and headed over to the stockings.
 The other two went to the hairclip section and started going through the selection. Or rather one of them was while the other one was just watching her.
 ‘Are you looking for anything specific?’ I asked the seeker after a while. With her hair cut into a sleek bob à la Zoe Tay, I could see why she was looking for a hairclip; whenever she looked down, her hair fell like a curtain over her face; must be very troublesome when you are eating.
 ‘Oh, no …’ she looked up briefly and her hair fell back. She was very fair, with small, sweet features in a heart-shaped face but I could see her eyes were reddened and a little swollen. 
 ‘Are you —’
 ‘Hi, Mei!’ Lakshmi called to me. ‘Do you have these stockings in XS?’ 
 ‘Sure …’ I looked at the red-eyed girl again but she seemed to have forgotten all about me and was back at the hairclips.
 I went over and pulled out a couple of XS stockings in black from the stock drawer and handed them to Lakshmi.
 ‘Why do you want XS stockings, anyway? There’s no way they’ll fit you — Ow!’ She had pinched me quite hard.
 ‘Shh … I just wanted to get you away from Yock Li,’ she whispered.
 ‘Why?’ I asked, rubbing my arm.
 ＆We just found out that our schoolmate was killed,’ she whispered back. 
 ‘How did you find out?’ I was a little too loud and she pinched me again. I looked over my shoulder guiltily.
 The third girl sidled over to join us and said in an undertone ‘They called a special assembly to tell us that Sally was found dead. We’re not supposed to talk about it.’
 ‘Was that her name? Sally?’
 ‘Ya, Sally Song.’
 I looked over my shoulder at Yock Li, still picking through the hairclips like her life depended on it. ‘Were they close?’
 ‘No!’ snapped Third Girl. Her vehemence sent my eyebrows up. Why was she so angry? It was a completely reasonable question. Was she the Third Girl in reality? Not Agatha Christie’s for sure. 
 ‘Donno?’ Lakshmi shrugged. ‘But Yock Li was so upset when she heard that I guess she must’ve been.’
 ‘How do you know Sally was killed?’
 Lakshmi shot me this ‘you think I’m stupid or what’ look.
 ‘Because they told us that the police might be wanting to talk to some of us.’ That makes sense … I suppose. I didn’t think that they would announce it to the whole school. 
 ‘Oh …’ I said. ‘That’s so sad. Did you know Sally well?’
 ‘She was so troublesome,’ sniffed Third Girl. ‘Always bothering Yock Li. “Yock Li, this”, “Yock Li, that” all the time!’
 Lakshmi looked at her in surprise. 
 ‘She was okay what … I didn’t know her that well. Not in my class,’ she explained in an aside to me. ‘But she seemed nice and helpful. I even saw her helping to clean the canteen before …’
 ‘She was getting paid for that.’ Third Girl was very definite. ‘She got meals in exchange for that.’
 ‘Really? How did you know that?’
 ‘Yock Li asked her about it once; why was she cleaning the canteen and she just said it like this: “They’re giving me lunch”. No shame one.’
 ‘Wow … was she so short of money?’ 
 But Lakshmi was starting to get angry. 
 ‘Why should she be ashamed? If you don’t have money to buy food, why should you be ashamed of working to get food? What? You think it’s shameful to be poor, is it?’
 ‘Shh … she’s coming over,’ I hissed. 
 ‘I want this one,’ Yock Li said, holding out a pair of pretty pink hair clips. 
 ‘Sure,’ I took the packet and headed to the cash register, detouring to check the price. I reached the cash register at the same time as Auntie Geok. She shooed me off and took over, so I wandered back to Lakshmi.
 ‘Mei, have you seen Nik? Or rather has Auntie Rosnah seen Nik?’ Lakshmi asked before I could ask her more about Sally.
 ‘No, why?’
 She grimaced, ‘He showed me his teacher’s note.’
 ‘Ooh! That doesn’t sound good.’
 ‘It’s not. He’s been getting duck eggs in some of the pop quizzes. Consistently!’ she rolled her eyes. ‘He was laughing when he showed me the note. Seriously! Doesn’t he realise the O-levels are just four months away?’
 ‘Aiyo! So how?’
 ‘Donno lah! Auntie Rosnah is going to kill him.’
  
 * * *
  
 Beng Siew and his wife, Cora, came for dinner that night. Yes, he of the grunt and shrug. Thank goodness, he’s much improved. Even managed to persuade a woman to marry him. I must say that I hadn’t expected that. Of course, he looks much better now that the acne has subsided and the scarring isn’t too bad. And he has a job! An electronics engineer, the first university graduate in the family, he is Ma’s pride and joy. And once he and Cora have kids …
 Ma always cooks a lot whenever he comes over. He and Cora finally moved out end of last year and she misses him. What to do? Only son.
 Tonight, our not very big dinner table was covered with so many dishes we had barely any room to put our rice plates or bowls. There was beef with kai lan, tau yew bak with eggs and taukwa, steamed prawns and a stir-fried mix of cauliflower and broccoli. Oh, and salted vegetable and tofu soup. There’s always a soup at dinner except when we’re having porridge. Ah Gong used to joke that Ma is really Cantonese and was switched at birth. 
 ‘Wah!’ Beng Siew enthused as he sat down. ‘All my favourites! Jiak, everybody!’
 Ma beamed but Ah Pa, who doesn’t like leftovers, complained, ‘Too much food! We eat all, get fat. Don’t finish, wasted!’ But he picked up his bowl of rice, which I had just put down in front of him, and his chopsticks. 
 ‘No problem!’ Beng Siew laughed as he started to help himself to the beef. ‘We can pack all the leftovers back!’ 
 Cora smiled tightly. ‘Maybe I should come for cooking lessons with Ma.’ 
 I shuddered as I squeezed in beside her. ‘No. Really. She is the worst cooking teacher.’
 ‘How can you say that?’ Ma was indignant.
 ‘You forgot, is it? That time you were teaching me to stir-fry vegetables? Ten minutes only then you took the knife and told me to go away!’
 ‘Hmph, you were too slow.’
 I looked at Cora. ‘See?’ She laughed and her eyes twinkled. 
 She was my sister, Ling’s, classmate in Ngee Ann Poly but while Ling joined an audit firm, Cora decided she’d rather work in a small company and joined the finance department of a local SME, where she does everything from bookkeeping to taxes to payroll. She doesn’t make as much money as Ling but gets home at a reasonable hour most days. Priorities, priorities, priorities.
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