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Pseudonyms have been used and other details altered to protect the identity of people and organisations in the book. Many incidents and characters are purely fictional.


‘Waiter, hey you there, please come.’

‘My dear, but your glass still has some.’

‘Ah, the top is quite bare,

filled with just air,

so I must summon someone.’


Dear Mrs Lebowitz,

Fran said that she was too depressed to cut and paste today. I thought I should bring this to your attention …

Dear Mr and Mrs Lebowitz,

While we try to make our camp food as nutritious as possible, we are not able to produce the data Fran has requested on fat grams per servings …

Dear Mr and Mrs Lebowitz,

We regret to inform you that Fran has been suspended from school for initiating a small riot in the auditorium …

H. D. Rosen, Psychiatrist

File 109
 
Lebowitz, Fran

‘No, please, they were great … very supportive. My mom told all of us that we were special! Gorgeous! Brilliant! My brother pushed her away, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” My sister hunched down, got embarrassed, “I am not.” Me? Well, I believed her. “I am? You think? Yeah, I am!” And then, and then, I found out. She lied. This whole time, Mom lied. Just the other day, I was in a store with someone prettier …’

The Lancaster Herald Tribune:

Fran Lebowitz, sophomore at Franklin and Marshall College, was arrested last night for shoplifting at the 7-Eleven on Oak Street. When police questioned her about the package of bacon she had under her shirt, she responded, ‘I was born this way … weird, huh … bacon grafted to my skin … That? Oh, it’s my lucky cheese … carry it with me everywhere …’

Dear Mom and Dad,

When this gets to you, I’ll already be in Mexico. I want to experience the real world … I have been asphyxiated by my middle-class upbringing … I promise to finish school next year … I have everything I need: my sleeping bag, a few clothes, pen and paper, some money I’ve saved, and your credit card, just in case …

Dear Bonnie,

Can you believe? He asked me to marry him! FINALLY! I mean, the guy could have buried himself a piece of coal when we met; it’d be a diamond by now … Mom nixed the idea of a white leather wedding gown and a barn dance. So it’s ice carvings and pasta stations … After all the guys I’ve brought home, Mom and Dad don’t even mind that he’s not Jewish. He can read! He’s a lawyer! That’s sort of like being a Jew, no?

Dear Bonnie,

I thought it’d be a little different … a soulful, peaceful sort of thing. But Sadie, she just cries all the time. And I’m still fat. Tell me it gets better after the first week!

From the diary of Fran Rittman:

… Just when I needed him most, my dad died. He dropped dead on the tennis court. Two days after he retired. I had a bunch of things I needed to go over with him. The funeral was packed. People sent in the most gorgeous, abundant trays of food I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t stop ploughing through it all: bagels, lox, cream cheese and sable, corned beef, roast beef, chicken salad and challah, lasagnas, casseroles, rotisserie chickens. By the time we got to the service, I could barely button my sombre but sexy miniskirt. How can I think of food? Turns out I’m pregnant!

Dear Bonnie,

The kids are fine. We miss you. I’m a little mixed up right now. (Don’t say, so what’s new?) Just made the biggest fuck-up to date at work and the client fired me. The insurance company is after me about the car. There’s snow everywhere. I had to shovel the walk with Huxley on my back. Of course, Frank’s away again. When do I get to go away … and do I have to come with me? I’m working on a plan, though … stay tuned.
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We are all born with a rut radar. Mine is finely wired, a little oversensitive maybe. Perhaps just a bit hyperactive. Twenty steady boyfriends before turning 16, a new best friend 12 times a year, switched college majors every time I met someone who seemed exactly like the sort of person I really, really wanted to be. I’m not fickle. I’m just never there yet. Whenever the pond of my life becomes still, I slip into the calm I so desperately crave. I lie on the rich, green banks and feel the sun shining, hear the birds chirping; a butterfly is … well, it’s bugging me. A niggling sensation creeps in. This is not the perfect location; it’s a little too hot/cold/wet/ dry/quiet/noisy and what is that smell and why the hell am I sitting on the mud next to a big puddle anyway? Give me the rapids, baby! Give me Niagara … Oh my God, is that my reflection? Why didn’t anyone tell me about my hair? Next thing you know, I’m stirring those waters until the froth is as thick and heady and deceptive as the top of a pint of Guinness.

If I could change the old metronome, inhale-exhale, inhale-exhale, I would. I’d breathe sort of spirally. I’d take the thump-thump, thump-thump and give it a new beat … until the next minute when I would question, once again, what exactly it is that I want. For some, this sort of agitation would lead to industrious results, scholarly pursuits, inventions that save the world. I am gifted only in how far I’ll stretch to scratch an itch I can never reach.

One time, I made it clear across the globe and missed the forest and the trees but tripped over a surprising lesson. You’re not supposed to keep scratching. I’m better now. I can see my glass is half full … but, of course, I did order a double.

When Sadie was two and Huxley nearly one, I was due my next personal crisis. I can’t risk skipping one of those. (I still take great pride in having been, some 20 years ago, the first on my block to get anorexic.) So, when my father died and my biggest client stabbed me in the back, the door swung wide open.

I began passing countless evenings out on my freezing cold deck in Westchester County, in my puffy coat and hat (picture Taliban goes Gortex), chain smoking – or would have been if it wasn’t such a struggle lighting up with mittens on – and drinking wine. I wanted to be a better mother. I wanted to be a luckier literary agent. I didn’t want to be either. I couldn’t believe I was smoking again. Thank God I could smoke again.

It wouldn’t be fair to say my husband, Frank, ignored me. He’d wave now and then through the window as he walked to the kitchen to get another beer (so that’d be six waves on a weeknight and 12 on a weekend, which is more friendly than some marriages). Then, one evening, who knows why – maybe because my mitten had caught fire – Frank stepped outside and saw that I had been crying. ‘Are you sad?’ he asked. He’s sensitive like that.

‘Well,’ I sniffed.

I’d gone too far. He got defensive. ‘What’s wrong now?’ he asked. ‘What’d I do?’

‘No, no …’

‘What didn’t I do?’

‘Nothing. Nothing.’

‘Oh, great. This again. I do nothing.’

‘No, it’s not you. Really. I’m just a mess. That’s all. It’s stress, everything’s too hard. I never see the kids. I’m missing out on everything they do. I need to connect with them. I need something. I don’t know what I want to be when I grow up. I’m not good at anything … I want to get away.’ I cried and thought of more things I wanted, needed, hated, but left it at that.

‘Hmmm,’ he said.

‘Hmmm,’ I said. ‘You asked.’

‘Want a beer?’ he said.

‘Nah, got some wine already.’

‘Okay, I’m going in now. It’s fucking freezing out here.’ He ruffled my hair and went to his study and began working on a small miracle.

Two weeks later, we are on a 22-hour flight, heading 10,000 miles away into a 12-hour time difference, with two small kids. We are heading to Frank’s Singapore office on an extended business trip. We fly up the front of the plane. We give each kid a lot more than the recommended dose of cough syrup. I display it with a wink-wink, nod-nod to the other passengers so they’ll know we have their comfort in mind. The meds have the desired effect on Huxley. In fact, they work so beautifully that any time we see his eyes flutter – probably just REMing but who wants to take chances – I scream, ‘Dose him!’ We might as well club the poor kid.

Unfortunately, but predictably, the cough syrup has the opposite effect on Sadie. She never goes to sleep. She never stops talking, except when she is simply yelling. Hundreds, thousands of times a minute she barks out something like ‘I want to go on that plane!’ or ‘I’m going to Thingapore!’ She rattles the back of her seat, jumps in her chair, runs up and down the aisle, up and down the stairs, in and out of the bathroom, dragging the toilet paper with her. We try to settle her down but lack the wit to do anything more creative than scream at her, spank her, hiss at her, threaten her, and toss her to each other saying, ‘Your turn!’

She drives us crazy. I don’t know about the other 30 people who paid $10,000 to fly themselves in style and comfort. It’s entirely possible that they are a little annoyed. I don’t ask. I don’t want to disturb them.

All told, with the drive to the airport and the two hours waiting around, by the time we land we have been at it for about 27 hours. The very thought of fighting people in the baggage claim, juggling the kids as backpacks slide down my shoulder, elbowing my way into the taxi line, figuring it all out … I’m sure I don’t have enough kick left to manage it. Frank has a serene look on his face. He’s always fairly mellow, but this is something more. This is intense satisfaction; this is the look of a man in his finest moment. He is just so danged proud to be introducing us to his mistress, The Far East.

Lo and behold, our luggage practically leaps into our arms just as we get to the belt. But, of course, we still need to slog through Immigration and Customs. Slog? Wrong! In fact, Immigration and Customs wave happily to us. They give us candy. They are embarrassed to ask questions and demur about seeing our passports until Frank insists that we all want the stamp.

This is the single best airport in the world, bar none. I smile at Frank and he knows what I am thinking: We’ve really landed.

He smiles back: Baby needed a break? Baby got one. Just wait till I show you around.

My eyes flash trouble: Where is Sadie?

His mouth droops: I don’t know.

My brows arch: What do you mean, you don’t know?

His chin dips menacingly: Why is this my fault?

My neck goes forward: So you think you did your bit, huh, delivering me here, saving my soul, and now you’re off duty so our kids can get stolen in this place crawling with heathens.

His body lurches. He catches Sadie, who was enjoying a bit of treadmill exercise on the luggage conveyer.

‘Cute, lah,’ says an airport worker, patting her head.

My smile at Frank: What softies these people are. Nice.

His smile: That’s just one thing I’m gonna show you, baby.

Mere seconds later, we are in a pristine taxi, having waited in a line that was quiet, orderly and odour-free. I can tell you now, the line was purposely placed inside the airport building. Had we been waiting outside, as you do in most other places in the world, folks would have likely turned quite caustic, aggressive and rather smelly. Because in the true environment – the outside of Singapore – a freckle feels like an extra layer, the wind is an oven blast in a sauna. Tempers, certainly mine, tend to flare extravagantly in half a second over who knows what, something like having to tie the kids’ shoes.

The taxi driver takes us on a road called the ECP. The sun is just coming up and I can make out the sea on one side between massive mango trees with twisted branches and roots that creep in and out of the earth like sea dragons. There are palm trees and colourful lilac bushes, paths along the shore and inviting huts scattered here and there. The median strip contains carefully cultivated fronds and flower patches. We are home in five minutes.

Sadie has lost none of her energy. Huxley is choking on a candy. We haul our heavy bags into the lift lobby of block five, Fortune Gardens. It isn’t yet 7 am. My clothes are damp; sweat slithers down my neck. Frank’s hair is dripping and a dark blue stain is growing on the back of his shirt. We go into our apartment. I only notice the saturating starkness, the endless beige-ness of it all. I guess I was expecting something closer to a Hyatt than a Holiday Inn.

I close my eyes and ardently wish I could offload the kids and take a two-day nap. That might bring colour to my world. I hear a plop on the floor. It is the sound my sweat makes when it finishes hanging around my jaw. My thoughts move to the impossible heat. Through the haze and the beige, I spy lizards scrambling up the wall. Hey, I think, somewhat deliriously, they add a nice swatch of green. I look at the kitchen – no oven, only a stovetop and for that there is only a wok. I’m hearing myself thinking, ‘Yeah, the glass is half full, but I ordered a double.’

Frank is beside himself with bust-a-gut joy. ‘Hey, look at this! Ever eat off a wok?’ He grabs Sadie to show her. ‘Look on the ceiling. That’s a gecko, honey, isn’t it cool?’ He takes the kids out on the balcony. ‘See this view! Incredible!’

I take a shower but turn shy when I see a lizard sharing it with me. I try to ignore the dirt on the windowsill, the slick, black scum all over the tiles and the brownish water that never turns hot. By the time I get out, the aircon has kicked in. I let it chill me, get dressed and wander over to the family. I am shaved and clean and human. I have on a fresh pair of undies, a starchy T-shirt and shorts. I go out on the balcony, from where I see the gentle, rippling expanse of pale blue sea, the ships sitting in the near distance, waiting for their next command. I see the swimming pools, the playgrounds, the plaza of useful shops, the putting green. I see four pristine tennis courts equipped for night play. I see my happy husband and lovely children.

The pool at Fortune Gardens is as big as a reservoir. It’s kidney-shaped and the water splashes over a sunken edge. There are six lap lanes that will take you 50 metres in one direction and another 50 to get back. The landscaping is glorious, with palm trees, hyacinths, blooming flowerbeds and well-tended bushes. Along the shores are enough tables and chairs and chaises and umbrellas to render it undeniably resort living. The kiddy pool is a replica of the adult pool. Several barbecue pits dot the perimeter, stopping at a turtle and fishpond. You only need to walk up a few steps to get to Fattys, the restaurant that overlooks the pool.

The pool calls out to me. It is to be our baptism, path, religion.

‘We must go swimming!’ I cheer.

I even know exactly where to find the swimsuits. Towels? Sunscreen? Who cares! I rally together the family, suit up the kids, down we go and over we trot, jolly as can be at the thought of swimming in March.

Three guards in uniform, who were just a second ago sound asleep with thoughts of betel-nut juice in their heads, sit bolt upright. A fat lady in the booking office – it looks like a movie theatre ticket booth – calls through her little cut-out hole, ‘Where caahd?’

Frank, who has travelled all over the world and has spent a great deal of time right here in Singapore, uses his over-the-top-as-if-talking-to-a-hearing-impaired-retarded-person voice: ‘WEEE JUSTTT ARRIIIIIIVED HEEEERE. THE OFFICE, YOURRRRR PEEEEEOPLE, ARRRRRRE NOTTT OPENNN YETTT.’ He adds pantomime just in case.

The lady of a thousand chins says, ‘Cannot, cannot go into pool, lah, without caaahddd.’

We leave unbaptised. We head to the office, which is now just opening. Apparently we need all sorts of verification of our names, our lease, our entitlement to be here, pictures of just a certain size, laminated cards bearing these pictures and basically our raison d’être to get access to the goddamned pool. Frank gets on the phone to the real estate agent to get a copy of our lease. He then calls his office, the embassy, the ministry of this and department of that and scurries about getting the documentation. I stay in this little prefab, monochrome, overly airconditioned office with the kids. They have their swimsuits on. They expect to be in that pool. We’re being denied something inalienable.

‘Um, excuse me,’ I say politely but sharply, ‘do you think we came all the way from America just to swim in your pool?’

They look down at what they are doing, which appears to me to be making a paperclip chain. They turn inward at my formidable tone.

I speak up again: ‘Look, we’ve come a long, long way. Can’t you let us in for now and we’ll settle up with you on all this paperwork really soon?’ They open drawers to find more clips to organise. Sadie starts jumping on the furniture and Huxley starts wailing in his stroller. I mix up some formula for him and am careful to make a perfectly sizeable mess of powder on the rug. I tell Sadie that her jumping is really coming along nicely. I eyeball the crew of paperclip handlers. They are not derailed from their task; they do not speak.

I ask Sadie if she’d like to go out and feed the koi fish … some of these cough drops I found in my pocket. Huxley is wailing for his milk. I tell him, ‘Don’t worry, honey, we’ll be in that pool in a few hours. Until then, you just cry your little heart out.’ These people must have been trained by, I don’t know, G. Gordon Liddy, or maybe they aren’t even people. They simply will not be moved to pity or anger or intolerance, or even a mild dose of discombobulation.

Finally, Frank sweeps through the doors, waving damp papers and jingling keys. He walks to the desk. One person looks up. ‘But you don’t have the caaaahd,’ she says.

He says, ‘THESE ARE THE MAHTEEERIAHLS YOU REQUIRE FOR THE CARD. CAN WE GET INTO THE POOL NOW, PLEASE? WEEE ARE SORRRRY FOR ASKING YOU TO BEND THE ROOOOLSS.’

The supervisor rests her clip art and makes a call. She hangs up the phone and tells us that we can go to the pool now. Frank hasn’t even shown her the papers he is clutching. She has randomly determined that she will let us have what we want. Much like the Wizard of Oz – a good man but a terrible wizard – it has always been in her powers, but that is beside the point.
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It is the first day that Frank has to leave us and go into work. The kids are still not settled into the time zone and, therefore, no one is. Huxley’s doing a lot of screaming – a lot of screaming. Therefore, we all are, though some of us put it to words. I guess we’re just a family sharing a wavelength.

I have to get the kids back into a nap routine. If I can’t, I don’t know how I’m going to get any work done. Emails from clients have already averaged about 30 a day. And, to make matters worse, there’s construction going on above us. The jackhammering begins the minute we get in the door, stops long enough for us to think it’s safe to sleep, and starts the minute a head – any head – touches a pillow. It stops at 9 pm and then you’re left with the ghost sounds buzzing in your brain.

On Sunday, yes, Sunday-gawd-gonna-smite-you-if-you-work-day, they were still at it. I went upstairs, found the apartment that was being renovated and stormed in. They were on a break. Huh? I just heard them … Oh, I get it, they stopped because I left the house. It’s like when you’re a kid and the minute you leave your room all your stuffed animals start dancing.

The workers were sitting on the floor eating saucy rice with pincer fingers when I burst through the doors screaming, ‘Can you possibly stop?’ They stared. I felt stupid. I mean, I guess the answer was ‘Yes, madam, we can stop. In fact, we have. Why don’t you go back down to wherever it is that you came from and let us enjoy our tasty lunch. Say, have yourself some, too.’

Now it is Monday. And I am Frank-less. And I am in Singapore. By 10 am I have the kids bathed and fed and in their respective containers. Huxley is velcroed in his bouncy seat with a bottle and Sadie is in a high chair. She’s a little old to be in one, but she likes it … I tell myself. A large component of my particular type of parenting has been finding a harness for all occasions. There’s the car seat, the high chair, the double stroller, the bike cart, the bike seat, the backpack, the umbrella stroller, the snuggly playpen, crib and walker, and a host of floaty things that do require some adult supervision – or so the label would have you believe.

We managed to bring just about all of it. God forbid I’d be in a place where I can’t have Huxley and Sadie hooked to a table, strapped to my back, hemmed in with some soft toys, clamped down for a walk to the store, roped in so I can ride my bike and get the extra cardio from lugging 15 kilos of baby behind me, or just plain kept safe from disasters while I take a shower.

What we didn’t bring was a crib, because the realtor said she had a spare. She did. It looked like a bundle of firewood. When we cut the twine, we were left with a jumble of giant toothpicks and tongue depressors that we were supposed to hitch up log-cabin style without the necessity of a single nail, nut or screw. Our befuddled, jet-lagged minds couldn’t figure out how to assemble it. After a few days, we came to the conclusion that there once were nails, nuts and screws and it wasn’t us being daft. I mean, Frank can put together – after a night out drinking – an Ikea Igor Super Deluxe entertainment unit without ever referring to the instructions, ie, two line drawings: (a) how it looks now and (b) how it’ll look later. As if to say, ‘We won’t insult your intelligence by walking you through the other 8,000 steps.’ Perhaps it’s just the Swedes being Swedish and not wanting to clutter the clean, white page.

Anyway, we washed our hands of the whole thing and Huxley has been sleeping on the floor surrounded by sofa cushions. Today I’ll find something more suitable for him, which will make us all happier at night.

The phone rings. It’s Frank.

‘Hey, how’s it going over there?’ he asks, in such a sexy, deep Frank voice I suddenly feel needy and adrift, homesick. I want him with me.

‘Great!’ I decide to say, instead of, ‘The minute you marched out the door on your way to a busy, eventful day, I looked around the room and saw a lot of dried-up egg yolk and cried inside the vacuum you left behind.’

I even go so far as to add a casually placed mundanity: ‘That jelly you got, it’s weird. It won’t spread. Can you ask Serene if I’m supposed to nuke it or something?’ I’m not getting into the role that well yet but it seems like a normal thing to say, a sign of domesticity, an indication that I am embracing the slower pace, appreciating this time spent away from the pecking of clients, instead focusing on small miracles, like jelly.

‘Okay, hang on.’ I figure that his interest in this is just as bogus as mine and he’s rehearsing his role, too. The manly man bestowing upon me the leisure to ponder something we otherwise would ignore because it is dull – that is, unless we could find a way to get into a big fight about it. In the old days, it would have gone like this:

ME: Why did you buy this disgusting jelly?

FRANK: Sadie thought it was pretty.

ME: It’s crap. Did you read the nutrition label?

FRANK: What’s nutrish … nutrush … What was that word again?

I take the cordless over to the window and look down at the pool.

‘Fran,’ Frank gets back on. ‘Serene says it’s candy, sort of an Asian gummy bear. It’s like you were breaking open a Reese’s to make a peanut butter sandwich.’ We both fake-laugh.

‘That explains the individual wrapping,’ I say. ‘So, how’s it going there?’

‘Fine. I’m just hanging out with Sebastian.’

I snort. Sebastian Gok was fired from the Singapore office. Finding his successor is the reason we’re here. This couldn’t be fun for Frank.

‘Actually, it’s fine. He’s great. He and Sylvia want to go out to dinner with us tonight. Can you try to find a babysitter?’

‘I’ll try. I definitely want to go out without the kids. I’ll turn over every stone. Um, that didn’t come out right. I’ll call you at four and let you know.’ I want to go out, get dressed up. This event, though, could be something strange: dinner with the guy Frank needs to find a replacement for. His wife, I’m told, is quiet. Moreover, I’ve never liked the Gok.

I hang up the phone and continue gazing down at the pool. The water is clear, crisp, inviting, the palm trees flutter in the sultry breeze, beckoning. The sea beyond is calm as it meets the clear, cloudless sky. So why is ‘Monday’ stamped all over the scene? We’d had such a great four days wandering around. We went to the Tiger Beer Brewery, Raffles Hotel, the zoo. When Frank said goodbye in his starched dress shirt and buffed shoes this morning, I just wanted to grab his ankles and make him stay and play, give our day some shape. Now, as I look down at the pool, enticing as it is, I still have that punch-in-the-gut Monday mood: blues mixed with anxiety. What can I do in three months that will change my life, anyway? Why are we doing this? The answers are not coming. All I want is a little clarity and what do I get? Monday. Monday is Monday, even if it’s still Sunday in New York. Couldn’t I have just gone without me this one time? Couldn’t I have woken up like a puppy, without a doubt that the world is a great place?

I see some people arrive and set up at the pool. They’re an abundance of beautiful, shapely blonde women and about 12 gorgeous towheaded kids. The moms take off their coverups and step into the pool. Preternaturally languid, their supple, tanned bodies marinate in the shallowest end of the kiddy pool, shoulders touching shoulders, long legs slowly scissoring in the water, conversation obviously flowing from thought to word without need or use of a filter. Easy friendship in the hot sun of a foreign place where their good and loving husbands have brought them to be happy. I imagine the kids playing an ongoing game of chase every single day and the moms, of course, discussing who will bring the juice and who will bring the snacks for tomorrow.

I have never had this. I had to be careful around all my friends – they were either neurotic or clients. I was a working, nervous wreck of a mother. Plus, I had frizzy dark hair and would have had a moustache if not for living in this century. Yes, I want in! I do! Especially if it makes me look that good.

I gather up our mountain of pool toys, shave my legs, get into my most expensive bathing suit and even put on lipstick. I have a sudden inspiration to put my very expensive sunglasses on my head (I can’t see out of them – too dark – but they look real good up on my head). And … oh, wait! Some pool shoes, the heels I got in Italy for $400. Shit, what to wear as a cover-up? I pull out the dress my mother-in-law bought me in Florida. Yessss, I’m in, baby! I got the part! I’m the new girl, the New Yorker. I’ll come in a little brash, full of Yankee spirit. I’ll lay on the accent and drop in a few words these Barbies never heard before. I can’t wait to get to the part where I tell them my husband is a lawyer in the music industry and I’m a literary agent. ‘Oh, of course you don’t know what an agent is … I forget … it’s really a New York–London thing.’ They’ll love me.

After putting on more make-up and some self-tanning fluid (I wish I’d read the instructions first. Wouldn’t you know it? It doesn’t start to kick in for an hour. So, I’ll be changing hue before their very eyes. How to explain that? Metabolic rate?), I go into the living room to gather the kids and change them into their swimsuits.

There are streaks of brown sludge all over the white marble floor. It stinks in there. Huxley’s feet are encased in the same shit. And, shit it is. Sadie, who I had taken out of the high chair, had been running around bottomless because we’re in toilet training. Apparently we’re not there yet. She’s taken a dump on the floor. Huxley is joyfully riding his walker back and forth, zigging and zagging it all over the place. We have miles of poo trails leading us through the living room.

I fill the bathtub with water and plop the kids in. While they play, I scrub the floor and soil my cover-up from Florida. There’s a nasty spray of crap on my left heel and my fingernails can’t help but harbour a little line way down deep that will diligently send up a subtle, foul reminder of where my hands have been. I get a chopstick and try to clean it out but the chopstick’s too fat. I get a knife and start bleeding. I try soaking and scrubbing, but still the doody won’t come out. Fuck it. The kids are prunes now.

I get them into their swimsuits, spread on a heavy layer of sunscreen and put them into the double stroller. Toys slung over my back in a knapsack, another bag full of really useful mom stuff like snacks and wipes dangling from the handles of the stroller, we all clatter into the elevator.

I push the heavy stroller up the hill toward the pool. When I pass the plaza of life-support stores, a woman suddenly appears before me. She’s about four-foot-nothing, bowlegged, broad-shouldered, sturdy and stocky as a fire hydrant. Even though she’s no spring chicken, I can tell she could beat the hell out of anyone. If you hit her with your car, pity the car, is what I’m saying. She looks Chinese with a mix of Malay, and her hair has a big, wide stripe of grey in the middle.

She smiles a toothy grin. All her teeth are exactly the same size and shape, as if designed by a rushed cartoonist. She hands me her card. It’s more like a cut-out piece of paper but it has the card-like factoids: ‘I am Pearl. I specialise in expat services. I can clean. I can babysit. Here are some of the ways to reach me.’ There are three phone numbers, two fax numbers, a pager number, website and email addresses, home address, where she can be reached in case of emergency, and, if all else fails, just wish real hard, she’ll pop round.

‘Pearl!’ I exclaim. ‘This is great. Is there any chance you’re free tonight?’

‘Tonight, lah, can can.’ She nods rapidly. ‘What time you need me for?’

‘How about sevenish?’

‘Can can. Until what time?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I charge double after midnight. You pay taxi fare. Okay wich you, lah?’

‘Fine, fine, fine.’

‘How many kid you have?’

‘Two.’

‘I charge $12 an hour.’

‘Fine, fine.’

‘I like to clean when kids go to bed.’

‘That’s terrific. Th–’

‘Okay, then I charge $13 an hour. There’s a one-time charge of $6 for booking me under 24 hours’ time notice.’

That last one stops me in my tracks – we pay her extra because otherwise she wouldn’t have been working that night? Oh well, I am happy, grateful. This doesn’t feel like Monday any more!

‘Just come at seven, please. Thanks.’

I have a heck of a time getting the double stroller down the stairs to the pool. The guard sits there watching me bump it down step by step, all the while disturbing the fine alignment of my babies’ skeletal systems. I turn the corner toward the kiddy pool and it dawns on me that I should have brought drinks to share.

Never mind. Because when I look up, I see there is no one to share with. Turns out that I missed the party. Everyone is gone. The pool is bereft of companionship.

Note to self: they go in for lunch at one.

I stay and play with the kids, endlessly sampling their ‘soup’, telling them to add more horseflies or take out the dragon pus. At last, when they seem to really need it, I finally bestow upon them the mark of good taste, rub my stomach and loudly beg for more. Then they come back with more buckets of soup. They must think that the reason I am focusing on them so much all of a sudden is because I really like this game. How would they know it’s because I don’t have a phone call to take or make or wish for or worry about, or a fax to write or send or read? The weather stays perfect, the water is warm and we are getting nut-brown.

Around three, a group of Singaporean mothers and their kids arrive. They sit quietly, somewhat sullenly, around the edge of the baby pool while the moms organise themselves. A few of the kids seem too old for a baby pool but don’t look like swimmers either. They are a bespectacled, goofy lot for the most part. Their conservative bathing suits – hiked up too high on the boys and tugged down too low on the girls – don’t spruce them up any. They watch us play, confused and perhaps embarrassed at how loud and expressive we are.

All of a sudden, they come to life. They lift their legs out of the pool and run. I figure they heard chip bags opening. But they’re laughing and pointing. Jumping up and down, covering their mouths, pinching their noses. What? What?

Then I see it. Several hardy turds floating at various depths in the pool.

I don’t need to dust for fingerprints. It was one of my kids.

Mondays. Shitty, aren’t they?
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The first time I met Sebastian Gok was in Manhattan at the Rainbow Room, just Frank, Sebastian and I. We ordered champagne and tiers of nibblies. We watched Sebastian eat with gusto and noisily slake his thirst. We were toasting the opening of the Singapore office, which Sebastian, a Singaporean, had been hired to head. His and Frank’s futures were intertwined. The evening had the trappings of a spit-in-your-palms-pact-making-all-for-one-united-we-stand sort of mood, except it never got to those great heights.

For one thing, Sebastian was an unbecoming man – barrel-chested and overweight, cursed with a porous, waxy complexion and a self-inflicted frosty perm. Oh, why stop there … He also had small, dim eyes, three hairs to call a moustache, and his lips seemed to be trying to dissociate themselves from the rest of his face as they hung down low, gelatinously.

Want more? Well, Frank and I were distracted by the regular, slurpy, phlegmatic sounds he issued. I’m no doctor, but I diagnosed Tourette’s syndrome.

The night was not a total disaster because we wouldn’t let it be. We wanted to believe. Struggling with English, Sebastian tried to explain the company’s good fortune. I briefly wondered why he was struggling with his native language. Soon enough, I realised he’d have just as tough a time with Chinese or French or pig Latin because his tongue was too thick, his mouth was too stuffed and his lips continued to try to make their getaway.

He wiped his mouth, popped the last teriyaki stick in, and told us the Singapore office was a brilliant move. Raids and audits were so ripe, the pirating thieves were just going to fall at the company’s feet. They would have to pay! In settlement. In court. Justice would be served. Commissions would mount. He and Frank would be legends. As he made these pronouncements, his chubby, busy hands worked like a sewing-machine bobbin, stuffing mushrooms, beer-battered shrimp, spring rolls, crab puffs, peanuts, olives, ice cubes, limes and all six teriyaki sticks into his gob. These were the hands holding our fate. Maybe he was okay. Maybe I was just cranky.

‘Waiter, we’ll have another bottle of this and we’ll try the smoked salmon pâté now,’ he said, suddenly quite intelligibly. We’ll try the smoked salmon pâté? Think I might get something to eat over here this time? He continued his chatter. Frank and I smiled with some effort and tried to believe.

The Singapore branch had been Frank’s brainchild, but Frank’s boss, Ken D—, had claimed paternity, leaving Frank in the role of kindly uncle. Nevertheless, the success of the office would be reflected in his bonus. It was his job to find candidates for the role of office head, get it going, create mandates, and oversee the day-to-day operations. Sebastian was on the B-list. His history had a few gaps. But he was cheaper than the lot Frank recommended, and apparently that counted for more than talent and experience. Was everyone too polite to comment on his grossness, or did they have a bout of ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’ syndrome? (‘What a persistent cold he has, poor fellow.’ – ‘Oh, he’s just a little, um, ravenous after the flight, the dear.’)

For the first year he was head of the Singapore office, Sebastian Gok – doesn’t it sound like a genus name for some type of swamp creature? – was laying the foundations for a huge anti-piracy campaign. He said that he was placing his pieces carefully, playing the game with a shrewdness born from an intimate knowledge of the players and their cultural codes.

‘When’s it gonna come down, Sebastian?’ Frank would ask eagerly.

‘Give it time,’ he’d say. ‘We’re working on something big.’

By the second year, Frank was placing late-night calls to Sebastian and telling him he needed to produce.

‘You must be patient,’ hissed the Gok. ‘We need to move cautiously in this part of the world.’ He added, rather ominously, ‘You can’t make enemies here.’

By the third year, Frank was sick of the bullshit and Sebastian’s inertia. The only time Sebastian seemed to put any effort into his communication was when he was whining about his dental plan or vacation time, or wondering whether he could stay at the Regent and have his massage covered. Frank warned him again and again that the boss needed action.

I’d sometimes bring Frank a beer and sit with him during his weekly late-night phone calls to Singapore, my stomach turning to knots as I heard him say once again: ‘Write up a report, Sebastian.’

He absolutely spelled out to Sebastian what needed to be done, put together the precise m.o. and faxed it off. He went to Singapore a few times and conducted the raids and audits himself, allowing Sebastian as much involvement as was necessary to give him some esteem. As God is my witness, Frank tried to save Sebastian’s hide.

But each time Frank returned from Singapore, he was disheartened and deflated. Trying to rev up Sebastian was like using a defibrillator on a stuffed moose. There was no response. Frank discovered files full of unopened mail – stuff he had sent to Sebastian – and car catalogues full of Post-its. It seemed that poor Sebastian could not really expand his focus much beyond being fed. He didn’t even bother any more to deliver his teahouse wisdom about patience being rewarded and greed being a man’s downfall. His mind was too addled with expense-account dinners and greasy mee goreng breakfasts.

We had him over for dinner with some company brass once when he was in New York. Had I not known from previous experience that he was just as delighted with fish heads and chicken feet, I’d have been somewhat pleased with his appreciation of all my hard work in the kitchen. Had this not been something of a business dinner, we all might have joined him, tucking a napkin into our collars, rolling up our sleeves and slurping away (I’d leave out the sweating), but the more he ate, the less anyone else felt like it.

He paid no heed to verbal expression. When we convened for coffee and conversation, his eyes darted to the desserts on the table, his discourse limited to, ‘Is that savoury or sweet?’ and ‘This is cinnamon on top? I like cinnamon.’

In the end, Sebastian signed his own death warrant when he allowed himself to be quoted in a trade magazine. There was never any so obvious a trespass with Ken. It was strictly against company policy. Frank and I were astounded that Sebastian had anything to say on a work-related subject, but he did. ‘We’re planning some really big raids this year,’ said Sebastian Gok of the music industry.

All the stars were now aligned. Sebastian was to be kicked out and Frank needed to sort it out. And I just wanted out. That’s how we got our three months – enough time to see a new director through, too much time to leave the family behind.

Sebastian was dismissed with a generous package designed to mitigate any suffering. Our comfort poured forth: ‘Anything you need, let us know.’ Gosh, but he seemed to take it in his stride. He held nothing against Frank. Indeed, in the first few days of our being in Singapore, he chauffeured Frank around in the company car to help us set up home. He knew that Frank was his friend, that Frank had stretched himself so thin trying to keep everyone’s head above water, that Frank had nothing to do with the decision. Sebastian was likely quite relieved to be out of the treacherous waters, tired of doggy-paddling from lie to lie, glad to go back to being a Gok, beached and bloated.

To hear him talk, he was flush with cash and prospects. He once let me know that when they were growing up he and his brothers were called ‘The Sensational Gok Boys’. Apparently by the entire country. Obviously, he came from a family of standing and wealth. That explained his laziness and gluttony. What remained a mystery was how anyone would, without great irony, refer to him as a Sensational Gok Boy. Maybe it was Gok-boy, like Ape-man or Bird-man, something part ‘gok’ and part boy.

Now that we’re to get together in Singapore for dinner with Sebastian and his wife, I’m just slightly concerned about the awkwardness. Obviously, I can’t stand him, but I do want to go out. And I guess I’m a little depraved, a little compelled to poke around the body.

I dress in something new I picked up this afternoon. I’d taken the kids to the mall to look for Huxley’s sleeping arrangements and found myself trying on clothes instead. The neat thing about shopping in Singapore is that stuff finally fits me. I can pop in anywhere and it’s as easy as buying rice. I’m small. You wouldn’t know it to hear me.

So here I am in a shiny little black top like a tropical sort of motorcycle jacket with silver zippers. Under that, I wear a black Harley tank top from the States, new black satin shorts and big, big shoes.

Frank and I leave early so we can have cocktails before dinner. Sebastian is a man given to ordering the food and drinks at once. I want happy hour. We stop in a place called Club Europa, which is downstairs from International Seafood, the restaurant Sebastian has insisted we eat at. Europa has nothing to do with International Seafood, but the phenomenon here is that eating and drinking establishments are all together in clusters. In fact, Club Europa is a disco, restaurant and bar attached to Wine Mine, a Thai place. All are adjacent to Big Splash Water Park, which has snack bars, burger joints, food trolleys and a coffee shop. Connected to the whole conglomeration are three outdoor restaurants – Indonesian, Italian and Chinese. From the obvious inactivity in most of the places, I believe the proprietors overestimated how hungry people would be after going down a big slide. It was certainly a lot of dining for one lame theme park attraction.

We had passed this world of food a few times already on our way into the city and thought it looked old and tacky. It had been repainted swimming-pool blue so many times, it looked slimy. Chunks of plaster had dropped off here and there. When Sebastian had suggested it, I’d said, ‘It looks kinda yukky, Sebastian.’ He said it was great; we’d love it.

Happy hour at Club Europa is fun. The bartender has watched that Tom Cruise movie Cocktail a thousand times, and does all the tricks. It’s cute and I feel bad about ordering beer and wine. He looks forlorn with nothing to shake.

I take my last swig and my last puff and jump off the stool to go meet Sebastian and his wife, Sylvia. They’re already in the foyer. Sebastian has on slacks, he looks clean, seems less mucousy. Sylvia is in a short-sleeved sweater, respectable skirt and flat, chewed-up shoes. She looks downright dowdy, which makes me look positively vampish. We embrace one another. It’s a moment, all right.

Surprise, surprise, the place is a knockout. Behind the tired façade is an innovative restaurant buzzing with life. Upon arrival, we’re given a number and, after a short spell, introduced to our personal shopper, Ms Chow. We take a supermarket trolley and follow her. First, she leads us to tanks inhabited by fresh exotic fish. On the wall, pictures depict how they can be prepared. Sebastian takes control and orders. A flopping fish is tossed into our trolley. Ms Chow speaks into her headset and leads us to the next station, the shellfish corner. Sebastian points, gets tête-à-tête with Ms Chow, obviously relating to her the precise way he wants the shellfish prepared, and a new bundle is hurled into our trolley. A similar pantomime occurs at the meat station, noodle counter, bakery. Then we come to the vegies, which are laid out like you’d find in a supermarket. Sebastian grabs two large, green bunches of something that looks a bit like celery cleaved to a cabbage head, tosses them into the cart, whispers to Ms Chow and leads us to the wine. Here, he allows Frank and me to have our say. There is a sommelier roaming about and we motion to him. He describes several of his favourites and we settle on three bottles of wine.

Ms Chow takes the trolley, talks into her headset and leads us to a table outside, overlooking the sea. Within moments, we’re presented with the white wine and something called Drunken Prawns. The wine is fine but the prawns are still alive and twitching about in a covered bowl. Sebastian says, ‘Okay, let’s eat.’

I say squeamishly, ‘Not for me just now.’ Sebastian and Sylvia start to laugh. Oh, it was a joke. Sebastian and Sylvia are having a joke on us. That’s cute. The shrimp are going to be cooked and dead when we eat them, but the custom is to show how they were once alive. Sebastian nods to the waiter and he removes the shrimp. But when they come back, their heads are still on. Part two of the joke?

We drink our wine and talk about Singapore. I’m doing most of the talking, yammering away about how wonderful it is here. I’m going on and on and I can’t stop because no one is letting me. Frank is swirling his wine, Sebastian is attacking the garlic bread, and Sylvia doesn’t know how to have a conversation. I’m just autopiloting, until I empty my head of all I know. I move to plan B: ask a question.

‘Sylvia,’ I say, ‘I hear your father had a few wives.’

I wish I had asked about the Sensational Gok Boys because her tale is so depressing, I want to shoot myself. Her parents are Chinese. Her mother was her father’s third wife. He was a mere farmer and there wasn’t enough to go around. Her mother only bore girls so her father was displeased and didn’t have much to do with them. But recently, when he got sick, he contacted her. They had a reunion of sorts, which cost her and Sebastian lots of money. It was incumbent upon them to get only the best care for this great daddy. The other wives and offspring were apparently too poor or too selfish or too bitter to part with a dime for his health. She and Sebastian have had to cut off her eight-year-old daughter’s piano, ballet and tennis lessons for a year. And we all know the really happy ending … now her husband is out of work.

Suddenly, I wish I could take back everything I’d said about how thrilled we are here. I’m the one with Tourette’s – tactless remarks jump out at regular intervals. I wish I’d recognised more fully that we were taking over their lives. I wish I could’ve embraced, or even endured, her husband’s disgusting demeanour. Luckily we are all knocked out of an uncomfortable silence as the food arrives. With great pomp and circumstance, two waitresses come over. Placing each dish down, they ceremoniously state its name as if introducing us to Prime Minister ‘Chilli Prawn’ and his cabinet member ‘Red Bean Garuper’. Along comes another waiter and another and another and another. ‘Butter Lobster.’ ‘Beef Kway Teow.’ ‘Orange Chicken.’ ‘Baby Kai Lan.’ ‘Cuttlefish.’

Sebastian and Sylvia bend their heads down low as if to recite a prayer. Frank and I respectfully follow, but no ‘Glory be to God who delivers’ is uttered. This is merely the starting position. As soon as the staff say ‘Enjoy’, Sebastian and Sylvia commence scooping and passing and grabbing and plopping. It was the Singapore version of ‘ready, set, go’. Are we on a timer? Is it going to be taken away?

At first I don’t think I’m hungry. I usually eat much later after a lot more wine but, gee, if I’m gonna get any, I better start. One bite makes me feel like I’ve been hungry all my life. The fish is light and flaky, subtle; the toasted red beans on top, sweet and crunchy like a mild nut; the lobster fleshy, firm, rich and buttery; the kway teow a salty, slippery blend of broad rice noodles, stir-fried vegetables and strips of thinly sliced tenderloin. Everything is magical. Thousands of tastes in each divine bite.

I steal a look at Frank. He’s finishing his wine, smoothing out his napkin and just about to tuck into his food: one slice of garlic bread, a nugget of lobster and a noodle cradling a small snow pea. I look down at my feed-the-village portion. I’m like Pinocchio as he gave in to Pleasure Island and morphed into a donkey – except I’m turning Gok. There’s no going back now. I resume shovelling.

I don’t care. Let Frank be a prissy eater. He has pretty much always been that way. I think my family disgust him as much as Sebastian does me. If you ever saw or read Goodbye, Columbus, that’s us. The Lebowitzes exercise for hours on end; we are robust, handsome and fit and we eat ungodly portions thinking it’s totally normal. No one just orders one main course! Our frenetic, vigorous activity also annoys Frank, who is capable of sitting and contentedly reading, or sitting and just whistling, or sitting and rooting around in his wallet studying old receipts.

During the summer, before kids, Frank and I would visit my folks in Baltimore some weekends. Days were spent playing tennis, swimming, jogging, playing more tennis. Afterwards, my dad would take us all to our favourite crab joint. It was always packed and we’d invariably have to wait at the bar. We’d get drinks, of course, and a bucket of steamers (steamed mussels). Once seated, we’d order pitchers of beer, two pizzas, soft-shell-crab sandwiches, two dozen crabs, crab fluffs (deep-fried crabs stuffed with crab cakes), and how about throwing in a few extra packages of saltine crackers. My dad would demonstrate, with terrific fanfare and flourish, his skill at opening a crab and getting the most out of it. With just one whack of the hammer and a perfectly placed knife, he was able to crack that sucker in such a way that all the meat was exposed and ready to be sucked up. He was like a master diamond cutter. He’d wave a big hunk of claw meat in front of us all, demanding our appreciation of his surgery. That’s how it is in Baltimore crab joints. Everyone wants to show off how much they can extract from a single blow of the mallet. Total strangers lean over each other sharing tips, eager for acknowledgement. Indeed, in Baltimore, eating steamed crabs is a sacred rite.

Frank never even tried it. He nibbled a club sandwich, drank beer and worked hard at not offending my father when he beamed and shouted, ‘Would you look at this! All this meat here!’

Nothing changes old Frank. At this table in Singapore, laden with amazing and exotic foods, he sticks to the familiar and keeps it real simple. I, on the other hand, can’t help myself. I’m reaching and plucking and passing and drinking and scarfing and happy, happy, happy.

When nothing is left of the feast but bones, we start talking again. My neck is stiff from peering down for so long. I look Sebastian in the eye, finally understanding him, wipe my mouth and say, ‘That was the best meal I’ve ever had.’

Frank pours another glass of wine and pushes his plate out in front of him. The snow pea remains.

The bill is handed to Frank. I find that strange. The waiter should ask, or place it in the middle of the table. Sebastian doesn’t look at it. I take a gander. Whoa, $1,400.I see a brief smile pass between Sebastian and Sylvia. Frank tosses his card onto the table and doesn’t show a single sign of shock or dismay. I look at him with a dumbfounded expression, but he just stays steadfast and cool. That’s Frank.

We’ve been had but I surmise that I’m to remain insouciant. So, when we rise from the table I hug the Goks and tell them that I’d love to see them again soon. Of course, of course, we all agree. What a nice evening we all had. They stay with us while we wait for a taxi, despite our insistence that they don’t need to. As we’re sliding into the cab, Sebastian says, ‘By the way, Mr Liao and his lawyers have, um, invited me to lunch to share some of my experiences in the old job. I think they have some questions about the raid you are planning on his record company. I’ll be wanting to keep the car, of course, and anything else you can think of that might make me not remember certain things.’

My stomach drops. I squeeze Frank’s hand. If only Sebastian had found this sort of gumption when he was working for Frank. Now, Frank is getting blackmailed. Frank smiles and shakes his head. He closes the cab door and we go home to pay the babysitter.
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Okay, I know it’s only going to be three months but these are the three months that are supposed to change my life. I need some structure. Right now, I’m just sort of pacing, head full of steam, no good place to blow it off. Not having an itinerary to my day is like not changing my underwear. I feel pretty icky. Right, make a list. There are three things I need to do … well, maybe four or five: I need an exercise regime to get me upbeat, I need to get work done so I don’t get fired, I need to be a good mom because … I haven’t been and I need to be, I need to have fun because I want to be more cheerful, I need to open up the goddamned stack of books on things to do in Singapore and do some of them because I will have fun, dammit, and grow more cheerful from the experience. The end result, I just know, will be a serene but lighthearted completeness that will last for the rest of my life.

First, to gird me for the long, hot days of my friend-empty, plan-bereft, daycare-free, long vacation of sorts, I need to get on with some exercise. It’s always been part of my life. I’ve known since I was 14 that if I don’t do something vigorous, I am doomed to be full of unnamed dread and anxiety. Sure, sure, running can be a bitch and, yes, I know they make this stuff called Prozac now so I could stay clean and dry while also remaining relatively sane. But I happen to love a good run almost as much as sex. Like sex, there are often times I don’t think I’m interested until I’m into it. Unlike sex, I do have to get out of bed and into the elements.

I hate leaving bed. Every morning at reveille I come up with excuses to my inner drill sergeant: ‘Ummmm, you know how it is, Sarg, Frank needs a cuddle.’

‘Tie up your shoes, soldier!’

‘Frank, do something, dammit!’ If Frank were to grab me and pull me back under the covers, I’d settle for a dishonourable discharge, but he is fast asleep, hugging a pillow. Frank loves sleeping so much, he even yawns in his sleep because he’s dreaming about going to sleep.

Post-exercise, I’m singing, ‘I am so glad I did that!’ Of course, about five minutes later, something unfortunate will happen to me, because I have a black cloud for a pet. I might close the car door on the end of my raincoat and not be able to open it again because the keys have fallen into the lining in the very corner that is on the other side of the locked door. I might do it again the next week. This is a typical start to a normal day in Franland.

But it’d all be worse if I didn’t run.

Exercise is the highest priority. I wouldn’t leave my kids alone in the house to go out for a run … but I would strap them to my ankles and get a better workout. The only time I didn’t exercise was during both pregnancies. My body made a good argument when it wouldn’t fit into the shorts.

Now in Singapore, a full week has gone by and I haven’t done anything about finding my exercise routine. It is beyond my ken, running in this heat. The air is so thick, the sun so broiling, the locals are guided by one survival code: go to the mall. This way they can enjoy someone else’s air-conditioning and get their exercise by finding just the perfect place to eat. I can’t blame them. If you lived in a steam room, would you want to go out and play?

The pool doesn’t open until Frank leaves for work. I dismiss the idea of doing laps while the kids bob up and down in their floaty things. I mean, they’d invariably blow over into someone else’s lane (unless I tethered them to the railing … nah, couldn’t … could I?). They’d also get pretty fried and by the second minute of my workout they’d just be screaming and crying and taking turns at having to go to the bathroom.
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