Chapter Thirty Three





Day Nine: Monday





ANDY








	The fluorescent lights curved round the ceiling, filling the room with white. 


Looking above me was like looking at the underside of a U.F.O. The wall behind the judge’s desk was just as surreal. Brown, with a pair of black metal air-con ducts that looked like rectangular eyes and a Singapore crest in the middle that looked like a nose, the wall looked like some sort of primitive tribal mask. Everything in the room - walls and tables - was wooden. The blue fire extinguisher stuck out in this sea of brown, a rare flash of bright colour. One look, and you could suss out the seat of power. The judge’s desk was four times the size of everything else in the room. Why that was so I don’t know, considering that the desk had nothing but a calendar, two files and a green stationary holder. It didn’t even have a hammer.


	Everything in Singapore is supposed to be really efficient, but my trial was supposed to start half an hour ago, and no one was ready yet. Waiting just kills me. I sat in the dock - a hollow chocolate box - trying to calm my nerves by re-reading the warning to switch off my pager and hand phone. Two my left, two kiddy policemen chattered in Hokkein. Finally, the secretary, dressed in a shocking pink Muslim headgear and blouse, said, “Okay, can we start?”


	I nodded and smoothed my hair.


	“Bangon!” the policeman shouted.


	The judge entered and we bowed. As the clerk read out the charges to me, the judge sat there with a look of impatient irritation that suggested that he wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. He carried that look throughout the trial, as if witnesses and evidence were tedious inconveniences that had to be endured before he could deliver his verdict. 


“The charges have been read to the accused,” the clerk said.


	The judge nodded. With that pained frown and sage face, he looked like Confucius with menstrual cramps.


	The prosecution called their first witness, Inspector Koh. After he told the court about the raid, I got the chance to cross-examine him. 


	“You’ve been watching my flat for a month?” I said.


	“We suspected you were running a common betting house.”


“You suspected, but you had no proof.”


“We saw who went in, and who went out. They were bookies.”


 “You saw who went in, and out, but did you ever see what went on inside the flat?”


	The inspector paused for a while, then said, “No.”


“So you had no idea what happened in the flat.”


He started with that “we suspected -” line again, but I cut him off.


“When you raided my flat, what  was I doing?” I asked.


The inspector thought for a while. Then he said, “You were listening to music. It was very loud.”


“It was loud, but was it illegal?”


“No.”


“When you raided my flat, did you find any bookies? Did you see any gambling?”


“No.”


“Was I doing anything illegal?”


“No.”


“You never saw any illegal activity in my flat,” I said.


“No.”


“No what?”


“I never saw anything illegal in your flat,” the inspector admitted.


I waited for the judge to finish writing down that statement. 


“For all you know I could have been running weekly Bible studies,” I said.


“Maybe,” the inspector said, “I don’t know.”


“There’s a lot you don’t know, isn’t there,” I said. I was going to keep on insulting him when the judge made some disapproving noises from the bench. So I switched to another point, “So why did you arrest me?”


“We found the filofax.”


“So you only arrested me because of the filofax,” I said, “But how do you know the filofax belonged to me?”


“We found it in your flat.”


“How many men went into my flat on Saturday night?”


The inspector frowned. “About eighteen, twenty.”


“Couldn’t the filofax belong to one of them?”


“Maybe.”


“Did you ever question any of them?”


“No.”


“Why not? There were twenty alleged filofaxies in my flat. Why was I the only one arrested?”


The inspector didn’t say anything.


“Because I was the only one there? Because you were too damned lazy to question any of the other men?”


More disapproving noises descended from the bench, so I calmed down. 


“Did you find my name in the filofax?” I asked the inspector.


“No.”


“My handwriting?”


“No. The entries were typed.”


“Did you check whether the letters in my printer matched those in the filofax?”


“No. But we found your fingerprints.”


“You gave me the filofax at the police station. Did you dust the filofax for prints before you gave it to me?”


“No.”


“Why not? Do you know who was the last person to touch the filofax before you took it from the toilet?” 


“No,” the inspector said, “But we found the filofax in your flat.”


“And you arrested me for that?” I slapped my forehead in disbelief. “Couldn’t the filofax belong to someone else? Couldn’t someone else have put it there? Didn’t you ever think that I might have been framed?”


	“No.”


	“How did you know the filofax was in my toilet?”


	“We got a phone call.”


	“And the guy told you specifically to look in my toilet.”


	“Yes.”


	“How convenient. Isn’t that suspicious? Doesn’t it sound like someone’s trying to set me up? He put the filofax in the toilet, then he rang you.” I paused to let that thought sink in. “Another thing that’s really strange. You know the search warrant?”


“Yes.”


“Who was listed as the owner of the flat?”


“Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence Tay.”


“Why didn’t you put me down as the owner of the flat? You were raiding me, not Mr. Tay. How did you know who the real owners were?”


“The phone call. The man told us that Mr. and Mrs. Tay owned the flat.”


“Doesn’t it sound like someone’s trying to frame me?”


	“The man knew you were running the syndicate,” the inspector said, “He gave us a tip.”


“How long have I been in the country?”


“I don’t know.”


“I’ve been here less than a year,” I said, “What about the punters? Are they a trusting lot? Do they just bet with anyone?”


“No.”


“What language do they usually speak in?”


“Hokkein.”


“Don’t you find it incredible that I can get all these Chinese filofaxies to trust me, to make me their boss? Look at me. I’m white. I don’t speak a word of Hokkein. I’ve only been in Singapore for a couple of months. I don’t even know which bus to take to Kallang Stadium. How in the world could I become the mastermind of a gambling syndicate?” 


	The inspector didn’t say anything.


	“The problem is - you have no idea what went on in my flat,” I said, “You think I’m this big mastermind. But the truth of the matter is - you don’t even know if there’s a mastermind. And if there was, it could have been any one of those men in my flat, and not just me. Is that right?”


“Yes.”


I told the judge that I had finished. The prosecution didn’t have any additional questions, so the judge called for a lunch break. That was a good sign. After lunch, I’ll get Loong. 





*





The next witness identified himself as Loong Tay of 148 Bukit Timah Road, and swore solemnly and sincerely that the facts he was about to give would be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  He wore rimless CK spectacles and a white shirt under a black Armani jacket. If the judge had a son, he would look exactly like Loong.  


“What is your relationship to the accused?” the prosecutor asked.


“I met him when I was studying at Oxford,” Loong said. 


“Which college were you at?” the judge asked.


“Balliol.”


The judge smiled for the first time.


“When Andy decided to come to Singapore, he needed a place to stay,” Loong said, “My parents offered to rent him our flat.” 


“Did you go to flat of the accused on Saturday nights?” the lawyer asked.


“Yes.”


“Can you tell us what happened in the flat on Saturday nights?”


“I went there to watch soccer with Andy. He had many friends over. I didn’t know they were filofaxies.” Loong looked embarrassed. “I’m English educated, I went to R.I. I don’t understand Hokkein.” 


“So you didn’t know what those men were talking about?”


“No. I only realised that Andy was using the flat to gamble when I read about it in the papers last week. My father was really angry.”


The prosecutor mentioned that Loong’s father was the new ambassador to China, and the judge smiled in acknowledgement. The lawyer continued by guiding Loong through his C.V., describing how, with an I.Q. of one hundred and seventy five, Loong had entered the Gifted Educational Programme at Raffles Institution. He traced Loong’s career through Oxford, which included a P.S.C. scholarship, a First in Engineering, the Presidency of the Union and also the occasional bronze medal for swimming at the S.E.A. games. Next month, Loong announced that he was off to America on a Fulbright to get Ph.D-ed by Harvard. “Slow, slow,” the lawyer told Loong as he raced through his achievements, leaving the scribbling judge in his wake. “His Honour has to write down what you say. Give him time.” 


When the judge finished, the lawyer said, “The accused claims that he does not understand Hokkein. How did he communicate with the other men in the flat?”


 “He had a friend, Eugene, who was bilingual,” Loong said, “Eugene translated for Andy.”	


The lawyer turned Loong over to me.


“Aren’t you lying?” I said to Loong. “Don’t you speak Hokkein?”


“No,” Loong said.


“Which dialect group are you from?”


“My father is Cantonese.”


“And your mother?”


Loong paused, then said, “She’s Hokkein. But she never spoke Hokkein to me, not after the government’s ‘Speak Mandarin’ campaign.”


“Hokkein is your mother tongue,” I said, “I can’t believe you don’t understand it.”


“My father is Hokkein, but I don’t understand a word of it,” the judge interrupted. “In fact, I can hardly speak Mandarin. We’re English-educated. It’s not an unusual phenomenon.”


“I didn’t know that your Honour.” I had made a mistake, I shouldn’t have brought that up. Weakness at Mandarin was a sore point for some of the English-educated Chinese.


 “Don’t pursue this point,” the judge said, “It won’t bear fruit.” 


“I’m sorry your Honour,” I said. I turned to Loong. “Someone told the police that the flat belongs to your parents. Do you know who he might be?”


“Maybe one of the filofaxies?” Loong said.


“That doesn’t make sense. Now, you just said you don’t speak Hokkein. So you couldn’t have told them.” I placed my hand on my chest. “I didn’t tell them. You didn’t even talk to them. How could they have known that the flat belonged to your parents?”


“I don’t know.”


“None of the filofaxies in the flat knew I was renting from your parents. Only you knew. You rang the police. You told them to put the name of your parents on the search warrant. You set me up.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


I asked the court to show the filofax to Loong. “Do you recognise this filofax?” I said.


Loong opened the filofax and flipped through the pages. “I’ve never seen it before in my life.”


“Don’t you have hundreds of similar filofaxes languishing in your house?”


“No.”


“Look at the back of the filofax, near the bottom, in gold letters. What does it say?”


“Tay Star Publishing Company.”


“Doesn’t your uncle own this company?”


Loong hesitated. “Yes.”


“Didn’t he give you a whole pile of filofaxes like that?”


Loong placed the filofax on the desk. “I’ve never seen this before in my life.”


“Isn’t this what really happened? You tried to frame me. So you took the filofax your uncle gave you, and recorded your bets. You planted the filofax in my toilet. Then you called the police, and told them where to find the filofax. You even told them who really owned the flat, so that the police wouldn’t invalidate the warrant by mistake.” 


“I never did anything like that,” Loong said.


The prosecution didn’t want to ask Loong any further questions, so I asked if Inspector Koh could be re-called to the witness stand. The judge agreed, but said, “I think we’ve had enough for today. Court is adjourned until tomorrow.”





*





Three weeks ago, Loong came to my flat with a pile of those filofaxes to give away to anyone who would take them. Maybe somebody saw him.


Mei used to tell me that a good lawyer never asks a question she doesn’t know the answer to. But I had no choice. I couldn’t get any answers beforehand, because  nobody would tell me anything. I could only get the truth now, here in court. All I could do was shoot a question in the dark, and hope to God that the reply would save me.


“Remember three weeks ago? Did you see that man -” I pointed to Loong. “carrying an armful of filofaxes into my flat?”


Inspector Koh frowned. After a while, he said, “I think so.”


“Those filofaxes,” I said, “Did they look like the one you found in the toilet?”


“They did.”


“Yes!” I clenched my fist and pumped my arm. “The phone call. The guy who spoke to you. What language did he use?”


“English.”


“Isn’t that strange? Don’t the bookies usually use Hokkein?”


“Yes.”


“Do you remember the guy’s English? Did he use Singlish?”


“No.”


“Was he articulate? Did he use good, fluent English?”


“Yes.”


“What about his accent? Did he have an English accent? Did he sound like someone who had lived abroad for a couple of years?”


“I think so.” 


“You’ve heard Loong’s testimony. Did the man on the phone sound like the man sitting there.” I pointed at Loong.


The prosecutor made protesting noises, and the judge stopped the Inspector from answering me. But I think I did enough of a kick ass job. I smiled and said, “No further questions.”


The prosecutor didn’t have anything more to ask, so I launched into the summary of my defence. “The police have never caught me doing anything illegal. The only reason why I’m here is because of some filofax in my toilet. That filofax could have belonged to anyone, including Loong. If anyone can run a gambling syndicate, it’s Loong. He’s smart, and he’s connected. Me? I’m just a lowly relief teacher. I know nothing, and no one.” I wished they would give me some water. The air-conditioning was sucking all the moisture from my throat. “Loong might be a scholar, but he’s also a liar. He said he never saw the filofax before in his life. But the inspector saw him going into my flat with a pile of filofaxes just like the one found in my toilet. What’s going on? Also, the man who phoned the police, the man who framed me, this man spoke perfect English. Only one bookie fits that description.” I pointed at Loong. “In view of the evidence, I urge your Honour to convict the real mastermind, and find me not guilty.”


The judge looked at the prosecution. After they summed up their case, the judge announced, “I’ll deliver my verdict after lunch. Court is adjourned.”





*





I couldn’t swallow anything. My stomach was going into Pentium Overdrive, forcing me to make repeated trips to the toilet. I sat to crap and passed the time re-reading the poster that reminded me to flush the toilet after use. When I got up to flush, another sign near the handle directed me to lift up the seat cover. On all four blue walls, smiling cats pointed their fingers at me as they told me to use the toilet as if it was mine. I have never been in a place which provided so many tips on toilet etiquette. 


I returned to court and waited for the judge to deliver his verdict.


The judge looked at me and said, “The Court finds that the prosecution has proved their case beyond a reasonable doubt, and finds the accused convicted of the charge.”


I didn’t understand what the judge said. But then the prosecution started going on about my previous convictions (two for spitting and one for jaywalking)  - I got it for the first time. I was guilty. I was going to jail.


“I request that the Court impose a deterrent sentence,” the prosecution said,  “In the past year, seventy percent of the murders were committed by foreigners. Foreigners caused the crime rate to increase in Singapore for the first time in seven years, There were 3119 foreigners arrested in the first half of this year compared with 2492 for the same period last year. These people often come to our country to commit crimes, hoping to take advantage of our safe environment. A stiff sentence would deter other outsiders from following suit.”


I didn’t get it. A deterrent sentence. Like why? I glared at the prosecutor. Why does this guy have a thing against me? What did I ever do to him?


The judge asked me if I had anything to say in mitigation. 


Standing before the judge, I finally saw that I was always going to lost the case, and now I knew why. In the end, it was me versus Loong. And what chance did I have against Mr. Singapore Fantasy? With good grades, solid family ties, branded clothes and landed property, Loong had everything every Singaporean valued in life. I, on the other hand, was an ang mo. Expatriates are always seen as a hostile force. In recent years, all the crimes in Singapore that hit the international headlines had been committed by expatriates, like Fay and Leeson. When a crime occurred, it would be all too easy to blame it on someone like me, to see him as the foreign body, the element that infected a once healthy society.


	“Your Honour, this case comes down to one thing - my word against Loong’s,” I said, “Why do you believe him, and not me? Is it because I’m some symbol of British colonial oppression, and he’s every Singaporean’s wet dream?”


	“You’ve committed a terrible crime. But instead of showing remorse, you stand here and question the integrity of this court,” the judge said, “Are you calling me a racist?”


	I kept my eyes shut and mouth clamped. These past weeks, the more I spoke, the more I struggled, the worse things got. Did Mei lie about the rape? Maybe not. Maybe this is how she felt. You know that what’s happening to you is wrong, but nothing will ever change that - you never can, and never will be able to get justice for yourself. All you can do is close your eyes and pray silently, before the shadow looms above you and blocks out the light. 


	“Fine fifty thousand dollars and three years’ jail, backdated one week,” the judge said, “Court is adjourned.”
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