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Chapter 1

Reunion

It sure has been a while since I last saw Siew Wah. Time has gone by really
fast, and before we both knew it, we were already off to college. Siew Wah man-
aged to get himself enrolled in the premier college for budding computer scien-
tists/programmers, while I managed to get into the second best school, no less
due to the fact that I was a little unlucky with the draw with regards to admis-
sions. Admissions were last year, and honestly, it was among the most compet-
itive among all the years that the universities have seen thus far—that fact was
highlighted time and time again in the local news. The number of candidates
were a record high, and the fact that we had only three universities within the
country was a big issue as to why we ended up the way we did.

I sat there at the bar, motioning the bartender to pour me another lager. It
was a Friday night, the first Friday night of the school year. Having gone our
separate ways after secondary school, Siew Wah and I kept in touch mostly via
email, and even then that had been rather sporadic as our different school sched-
ules conflicted greatly with each other. Coupled with the fact that we were both
representing our various junior colleges for the competitive programming com-
petitions, it was clear that a certain sense of rivalry was imminent, and perhaps
that was also the cause in which we did not really meet up all that often.

The bar was Siew Wah’s idea. I was not a fond drinker of alcohol, but I could
still down a beer or two should the occasion arise; only the light stuff like lagers
are what I can really handle, anything harder than an ale, I would most likely be
collapsing and then suffer the ill-effects of a massive hangover the very next day.

It seems that Siew Wah knew of that predilection of mine and thus chose a
bar that was a little more mild than the watering holes that I have heard from the
upperclassmen.
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6 CHAPTER 1. REUNION

The bar itself was done up in a tasteful way, with soft orange-yellow light to
provide the cozy ambience that suggested more of a celebrated lounge than
a bar. The furnishings were of a warm wooden construct of which I could not
identify the make of the wood, but they evoked that special tropical paradise
feel that one could only emulate in an open-air location. The few tables that
were in the bar itself were neatly arranged into rows and columns, and a dash of
white carnation in a simple vase on each table completed the illusion that the bar
was indeed the best place to just meet up, drink some alcohol, and socialise in
a civil manner. The bar counter that I was seated at was similarly furnished, with
the beer taps prominently featured at the centre of the counter, with the various
brands of lagers, ales and stouts proudly displayed on each tap. The bartender
and waiters on hand were very courteous and emitted an air of professionality
that contributed to the friendly fantasy that was the bar.

I took another sip from my beer mug and took a quick glance at my watch.
Eleven o’clock. Patrons have started to stream into the bar and the band was
starting to tune up, but there was still no Siew Wah. I sighed. After all these
years, it seems that Siew Wah never seemed to learn the importance of punctu-
ality, especially in matters not associated with programming, sports or anything
combination thereof.

I took yet another sip and I heard a thud to my right followed by a familiar
voice.

“Barkeep, give me a pint of Man-ho Ale!”
The bartender yelled out a reply and drew a pint of the brown stuff before

setting it at the position on my right.
I turned around and punched the person lightly on the arm.
“Siew Wah, you dog! Why did you take so long to come here? Also, why are

we meeting in a bar where the band is about to play? How are we supposed to
be talking and things like that?”

“Hey Heng, sorry about that,” Siew Wah grinned as he mockingly rubbed the
place where I lightly punched him. “Got too caught up with things before I could
extricate myself and come here.”

“Caught up with things? Come on, that’s a lousy excuse!” I protested. “It’s
only the first week of the semester, how can things be that stressful?”

“Oh, I’m sure you would never believe this,” Siew Wah replied as he downed
a mouthful of his ale. “By the time I left my dorm, I already had something like
three full scale projects assigned and a couple of assignments that need to be
tackled before the conclusion of next week!”

“No way!”
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“Yes way! That’s what you get when you end up in this place man. . . ” There
seemed to be a subtle air of disappointment in his voice, but I was not sure if
that was the case or was it the confusion from the mixture of the cocktail crowd
and the tuning up of the band. But there he was anyway—no need to worry about
such things for the moment.

“Okay okay, we all know that you are the smart one! Who told you to get
yourself enrolled in that school anyway? Now that you’ve known what is it like,
don’t you want to transfer yourself to my college instead?” I teased him playfully.

“Hell no! Heng, you wanted to join this college too, remember? So are you
saying that now you’ve known the types of fun that I am getting and the kinds of
training I am receiving, you are actually jealous, eh?” A good riposte from Siew
Wah, I suppose.

“You have me beat,” I conceded. “But it does sound a little draconian to be
having homework and projects assigned so early in the semester.”

“Yeah, I agree with you,” Siew Wah said as he took another mouthful of ale.
“But that’s what you get for being in a place that ranks itself so highly in computer
science.”

“You do realise that there are only three universities or colleges in this part
of the world right?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean that the top-ranked of the three within the coun-
try is anything to sniff at after all.” Siew Wah sounded a little miff, as though he
were hurt from the things I said about his university.

Siew Wah was right though—even though I kept making fun of the fact that
the university that he was ranked top ‘only in the three universities/colleges in
the country’, in reality, it was ranked seven in a reputable survey of computer sci-
ence programmes of universities/colleges worldwide. Mine, even though ranked
second, was only the twenty-first in comparison. He had the right to feel a little
jilted.

“But on to other things I suppose. Why was it you want to meet here again?”
“Oh, that’s very simple.” I spied the impish grin that Siew Wah showed mo-

mentarily as he chose his words a little carefully. “We’re meeting someone else
here.”

“Someone else? Why didn’t you tell me about that? Also who is this person,
your girlfriend or something?” I asked somewhat incredulously.

“Oh it was meant to be a surprise, but I suppose you have guessed it already,
it is my girlfriend alright.”

That came as a shock. The Siew Wah I knew was one who couldn’t care less
about the opposite sex, let alone be involved in a relationship with one. This is
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surely one very big piece of news indeed. Suddenly, I found myself to be an even
bigger failure than before.

“Wait a minute,” I protested reluctantly. “Are you being serious on this one?”
“Positive. We’ve been going out for five months now.”
“Five months?!” I was even more shocked. “No way you could have gone

out with a girl for that long! I’ve never even seen you with a girl, and more
importantly, you never did mention that you had a girlfriend in the many emails
that we exchanged!”

“Well, to be technically correct, she’s my fourth,” Siew Wah replied, taking
another mouthful of his ale, “and you never did ask. I didn’t find it necessary to
say things that were not directly relevant.”

He had a point. But to say it so directly was something that I felt a little silly
at that point in time.

“Holy cow Siew! That’s so different from four years ago!”
“Yeah, CS has a way of changing people I think.” Ah, CS. Citizen Soldiering.

The bane of every able-bodied young male citizen of our country without a stand-
ing army. Both Siew Wah and I had been through two years of Citizen Soldiering,
and to put it mildly, it was probably an experience that we did not really want to
remember. But that’s another tale for another time.

“When did you tell her to come here? Again, why here?”
“Hmm, she should be arriving any minute now. Oh, why the bar? I know that

you don’t really come to such places, but really, this is the best place to get
introduced to the world of ‘civil socialising’,” Siew Wah said as he gave me a
wink.

‘What the heck, is he expecting me to pick up girls here?’ I thought to myself.
‘That is just plain ridiculous.’

“Well, we’re not here to pick up chicks, at least for tonight,” Siew Wah contin-
ued, as though he had read my thoughts. “But of course, you are allowed to do
whatever makes you happy.”

“Eww. I’m not as perverse as you, Siew.”
“Ha! Wait till the right girl comes along. I’m pretty sure you would have a

different tale to tell.”
“Dream on,” I retorted.
“What, are you gay then?” Siew Wah chortled at his terrible joke.
“Yeah yeah, I’m so ‘happy’ for you,” I replied somewhat sarcastically as I took

yet another sip of my lager.
The band had tuned up and was starting the night’s gig with a roaring ren-

dition of Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger”. The mood of the bar started to change
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from the cozy civil ambience into one that was simply full of machismo and wild
abandon, though not at the level that one would actually call boisterous—it was,
all in all, a very civil crowd.

There was a comforting silence as I took a sip of my lager and listen to the
band’s music. I wasn’t really expecting a band to be playing this obviously rock
piece in such a posh-looking bar, but I guess it might be the case that I didn’t
really go out enough to know these things. I remembered that the original singer
was a male, but the band’s lead singer was female, yet she carried the part well,
especially when it got to the chorus. Somehow her voice had that tenacity that
made it sound more macho than she let on from her girlish outlook with her
floral sun dress and long flowing black hair. Yet she did not sound completely
hoarse—there was still that bit of feminity that was brought about by her that gave
the song a slight twist that was simulatenously macho and sensitive. I listened,
mesmerised by both the bass line, the hook, and more importantly, the charisma
of the vocalist.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” I was rudely awakened from my trance by Siew
Wah.

“Who?”
“The singer.”
“Her? I think she’s okay. What about her?”
“She’s my girlfriend.”
“What?” That was yet another big shock for the evening. I think it was both

the atmosphere and the fact that the alcohol was kicking in. Anyway, I found my
resistance to disbelief fast dissipating, and didn’t really find the strength needed
to give a witty retort.

“Yeah, don’t sound surprised Heng; you sound as though you’ve been drinking
a wee bit too much, too fast. You might want to go slow with that lager you have
there—I don’t want to drag your body out of this place,” said Siew Wah as he
took a big gulp from his ale. “It makes me look kinda bad in front her, you see.”
That wink again.

I sighed. Why was I always the one who ended up being blind-sided by Siew
Wah? I must have done something wrong in my previous life to have to endure
these things from him each time we met.

“What’s her name then?”
“Melanie,” Siew Wah replied as he motioned the bartender for yet another

pint of Man-ho Ale. ‘Damn you drink fast Siew,’ I thought to myself.
“That’s it? Melanie?”
“Yeah, that’s what we all call her. She has another name of course, the usual
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one from her parents, but she seldom uses it because it sounded really terrible.”
“How terrible?”
“Monica Chng Jin Hua.”
“Oh.” I saw what he was saying. In Hokkien, a common dialect that was used

by many people, Melanie’s name meant something to the effect of ‘I touched
your buttocks and found them smooth’. Not the most flattering name that a girl
can have given all the unnecessary attention—I wondered what her parents were
thinking when they came up with such a name; didn’t they ever think about the
consequences of such things? “I can see why she wanted to use a different
name.”

“Yeah, this is especially true since she’s a singer of the band. Bad press if all
people remember about her is her name and not her ability to sing. Oh by the
way,” Siew Wah said as he downed yet another mouthful of ale, “don’t tell her
that you know her real name. I’ve this feeling she might kill me or something.”

“Or deprive you of the love and care that you so seek.”
“You might as well be open about it and just say sex,” Siew Wah offered as

he gulped another mouthful of ale.
“What?” I wasn’t squeamish or anything, but sex was the last thing on my

mind at that point in time, and true to Siew Wah’s style, he shocked me once
more.

“I’m kidding dude. . .Melanie and I are not that liberal.”
“Stop joking about these stuff!” I felt mildly offended.
“Not comfortable with this topic?”
“None of your business.”
“Heh. Have it your way,” Siew Wah said as he downed another mouthful of

ale.
By now, the band had started to play another piece, one that I have a vague

recollection of. This time, I turned away from the band and nursed my beer mug
that was half-filled with lager. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Siew Wah talking
to the bartender enthusiastically as he finished up his second pint of ale before
ordering up a third one.

“Shouldn’t you be going slow?” I asked, somewhat concerned.
“Nah, ale isn’t that hard. It’s pretty damn light compared to the whiskey and

rum that I usually drink. I know that you’re not exactly super comfortable with
drinking at a bar, so I’m just going easy for the night so that you will at least have
some fun without having to deal with the complications of hard liquor. I know
my limits.”

Surprisingly, Siew Wah was still coherent in spite of the large amount of ale
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that he consumed in the short amount of time that he was sitting next to me. But
this time round, it seemed as though he had taken my words to heart, as I found
that he had reduced his drinking speed significantly.

Seeing that I was looking at him intently, he motionedme to turn my attention
to the band once more.

This time, the band was playing the stadium anthem by Queen entitled “We
Will Rock You”. A classic rock piece that almost everyone knew. Again, the lead
of Queen sang this with an almost gritty yet melodic voice, a quality that Melanie
seemed to have no trouble emulating, while providing just that subtle feminine
touch that made it all the more alluring.

“Heh, don’t stare so hard—you’re eyes might pop out Heng.”
“Damn you!” I jokingly punched Siew Wah in his arm once more.
“Owww. . . hey, the damn thing still hurts from just now, you know. . . ”
“Liar.”
“Fine I lied.”
“Okay you lied.”
“Yeah I did.”
“Is this the last song for this set?”
“Yeah, pretty much. Melanie’s got a fifteen-minute break before the next set

is on, and I promised to introduce her to you. You know, maybe she knows some
girls that you might be interested in. . . ” That impish grin again.

“You know I’m not into girls right now, right?”
“Right, I forgot. You are gay.”
“No you! Go die in a fire or something. . . ”
“Heheh. . . we all have to. Not enough land for a normal burial you see, so only

cremation for all of us.”
I groaned. True as it was, it was a rather macabre joke to be making. Again,

I wasn’t exactly uncomfortable with dealing with issues on life and death, but to
make such a joke so carelessly—it felt a little tasteless given the cozy environ-
ment of the bar that we were in.

“And we’ll be taking a fifteen-minute break before the second set, be sure to
be here when we are!” Melanie said from the stage through the microphone as
an appreciative audience clapped their hands. A couple of wolf-whistles came
from some corner of the bar, but with all the people and shadows, I couldn’t really
see who were the ones who did that.

Melanie stuck the microphone back into the stand and walked carefully past
the various cables and amplifiers down the steps of the raised platform and
started walking towards us, all the while smiling and posing as and when some
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of the patrons wanted to take pictures with her. Siew Wah stood up from his bar
stool and waved at Melanie, who acknowledged his wave with a wave of her own
and a dazzling smile.

Now that she was off the stage flood lights and into the cozy crowd, she
seemed less like a star and more like any other girl that we might have met in the
bar, all dressed up and ready to party for the night with great music and excellent
booze. The fickleness of the crowd grew apparent as she came closer to where
we were seated—the number of people who wanted to have a photograph with
her decreased significantly and by the time she actually reached the bar counter,
she was as ignoble as the rest of us who were in the bar itself.

“Hey Mel!” Siew Wah said enthusiastically as he embraced Melanie.
“Hey sweetie! How was the band today?” Melanie returned the embrace.
“Wonderfully boisterous, as always,” Siew Wah said as his hand slid from her

back down to the small of her back, where his hand was resting slightly on the
very top of her buttocks.

“Only boisterous? My, we must be losing our touch then. . . ” Melanie laughed,
an infectious laugh of pure mirth, her black hair dancing in the shady lighting,
her earrings glittering from the random reflections of the few ambient lights that
were surrounding us.

“Hahahaha. . . surely you are kidding. It was awesome, really!” Siew Wah said
with an innocent looking face, one that I have never seen before.

“Oh you sweet talker you. . . anyway, just who is this friend you wanted to in-
troduce me to?”

“Oh right!” SiewWah said somewhat sheepishly as he withdrew his hand from
Melanie’s small of her back. “This is Heng Kar, my buddy from Hilltop High. He’s
a godly programmer, making me have a run for my money each time we met in
competitions when we were in junior college.”

“Surely you jest, Siew Wah! I assure you I’m not as good as what Siew Wah
says, m’am.” I blushed. This was something new to me. Wait. M’am? Why did I
just call her M’am?

“M’am? Oh dear, look what you have done Siew Wah! Your friend is obvi-
ously shy about the two of us—you should have kept your filthy paws to yourself,”
Melanie said with a twinkle in her eye. “I’m not that old Heng Kar; I’m actually a
year younger than Siew Wah here,” she added, this time directed to me.

“Oh, erm I’m sorry.” I blushed a deeper crimson.
“Eh, Heng, are you sure you are not gay?”
“Siew Wah! What the heck man, how many times I have to remind you I’m

not gay?” I lashed out at Siew Wah.
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“Ah see, no more shyness. Problem solved!” Siew Wah said, this time with
that impish grin on his face once more.

I cursed under my breath. Blind-sided by Siew Wah once more. When will I
learn?

“Stop teasing your friend sweetie, he looks way to tense even after drinking
his lager. You don’t want me to look too bad in front of my boss, right?” Melanie
said somewhat coyly, an interesting shift of attitudes as compared to the rocker
chick that was earlier singing rock music as well as the original singers them-
selves. I shuddered a little.

As Siew Wah and Melanie got caught up in their little world, I took a closer
look at Melanie. From afar, she looked everything like the glamour queen that
girls often dreamed of being, good looks, great voice, and a stage presence
like no other, commanding both her band and her audience as though they were
mere puppets in her grand scheme of entertainment. But now that she was much
closer to us, I could see that she was starting to have the tell-tale signs of aging
a little more than her years, with the slight wrinkles at the edge of her eyes, the
slightly frazzled look at the ends of her hair, to the heavy foundation that was
used to cover up the dark eye circles that seemed a little more obvious now that
she was so close to us. It seemed to me that in spite of her pleasant nature and
fun-loving aspect, there was a side of her that was more than just a pretty face,
and somehow I felt that Siew Wah must have seen this in her—maybe that’s why
he was going out with her. In the many years that I have known Siew Wah, the
one thing that never did change was his care and concern for other people, in
spite of his joking and sometimes cruel exterior.

“Okay sweetie, I need to head back to the stage for the second gig. You going
to be around after that?” Melanie asked Siew Wah as she tossed her hair back.

“Nah, I think I’ll take Heng outside for a bit. He looks like he might just faint
in here or something.”

“Am not!”
“Aw, shut it,” Siew Wah retorted. “But yeah, I think I’ll take Heng out for

supper somewhere instead—it has been a while since I last saw him, and I think
I owe him a meal for being late after all.”

“Okay sweetie,” Melanie said as she made her way back to the stage. “You
two take care, and nice knowing you Heng Kar!” She said as she winked at me.

“Hey, Heng, you done with that measly lager yet? We should be heading out
soon—the crowd gets much bigger during the second set.”

“Speaking from experience I presume?”
“Not important. Finish the damn thing and let’s go!”
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“Okay okay!” I downed the remaining quarter of my mug and left it at the
counter. The bartender nodded at me as I slid off my bar stool and followed
Siew Wah out of the bar.

The night air was surprisingly refreshing. I gulped down the fresh air as I
walked along the path that connected to the main road, with Siew Wah leading
the way, wondering how I had never noticed the relative stuffiness that was in
the bar. Perhaps it was because I had been in there since the beginning, where
it was mostly empty and less stuffy, and gotten used to it as it started to fill up.
Nevertheless, I was thankful for the fresh air that I was having now.

“Feeling better?”
“Wasn’t feeling bad to begin with. Where are we heading for supper?”
“Just nearby. We can take my car.”
“What?” Another shock for me. It was a night full of shocks, obviously. “Didn’t

you drink like a ridiculous amount of ale?”
“Heheh,” Siew Wah grinned once more. “I did drive here today, but I was kid-

ding on the driving to supper part. Let’s just walk there—nice night out anyway.”
“You. . . ” I groaned. More of Siew Wah’s antics. Sometimes I looked at him

and thought that he was the very person that I aspired to be, even when we were
still in primary school. Yet at times like these, I wondered if my aspiration was
something that needed a reality check, for Siew Wah could be as mischievous as
he was matured. “What are we having then?”

“Just standard Indian fare. Prata sounds good?”
“You mean, oily gooey stuff with spicy curry to soak everything in and some

really nasty sweet drinks?”
“Yeah, nothing less.”
“I’m game.” The alcohol was starting to hit me, in a sort of hard way. Maybe

I shouldn’t have drunk that last bit so quickly. But then again, Siew Wah was
rushing me already, so perhaps it was a legitimate excuse? I shook my head a
little in an attempt to clear it.

“You doing okay Heng?”
“Yeah, let’s go,” I replied, my head much better. “A little food should help

settle things down.” Siew Wah agreed.

“Siew,” I started as I munched down on the prata on my plate. “How did you
get to know Melanie?”

“Case study for your own future girlfriend, eh?”
“Of course not,” I retorted through my teeth.
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“Calm down. It’s a strange story, actually, on how I met Melanie. I’ve actually
met her in junior college before; I think she was a fellow school mate from another
class or something, but anyway, she looked familiar then. During the CS years,
I was following some of the older enlistees out bar hopping on some of our
weekend offs and I think I met her at one of the clubs where her band was
playing.”

“Was it the same bar as today?”
“Oh no no no, of course not. Her band has gigs all over the place, but they

usually hang out at the bars and clubs in this region. Actually it wasn’t exactly
her band—it was more of her father’s band.”

“Father’s band?”
“Yeah, ‘Lightning Bolt’ Chng. The fastest guitarist on this side of the planet,

not that you would know him. . . ”
“You sound as though you know the old man himself.”
“Sure I did. I’m dating his daughter, am I not? Anyway, the old man was

an avid gambler back in the day, and in between gigs, during the day time, he
would be out gambling at the underground gambling dens. Melanie’s mother
died when she was still young, and so her father was all she had. One day, her
father was taken away by some louts who claimed that he had owed them a lot
of money. The harassment got quite bad. A few of us who knew her tried to
help her by doing some fund-raising for her, but it wasn’t enough, obviously.
Determined to set things right, she called the police and had the louts arrested
for loansharking activities. So in a certain sense, they got lucky because the loans
from the loansharks were written off when those racketters were imprisoned for
the offenses.

“Just as things seemed to be returning to normal, a new group of creditors
came knocking on their door. This time it was different, since these creditors
were actually legal; registered with a license and things like that. Her father
suffered a heart attack, and they went into bankruptcy. She managed to get the
creditors to slash their loan repayments by nearly seventy percent on the account
of her father’s collapse through the court, but she was still short of thirty percent
of the loan. We wanted to help her again, but this time she was adamant that we
had nothing to do with it. So she started doing gigs with her father’s old band,
recruiting a couple of guitarists to stand-in for her father who was in no shape
to play anything.

“Thankfully she had some scholarships for college that the creditors couldn’t
touch, so at least her education was not a major problem. She still needed to
care for her father and herself, and thus started working part-time on all kinds
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of jobs in addition to the singing gigs. Over time these things took their toll on
her and on some days when we saw her singing, she looked as though she was
about to collapse.

“Nearly eight months ago, I started to see her in a different light, once I learnt
the true extent of her sufferings. I decided to help her more, since I was a stay in
personnel at the camp and thus had more spare cash lying around than I could
use. Then five months ago, we decided to become boyfriend and girlfriend, and
that’s the story.”

“That’s it?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“So that’s why she seemed a little older than she really is. . . ”
“So you’ve noticed it too eh? It was that obvious?”
“I wouldn’t say that it was that obvious, but all the while when you two were

making goo-goo eyes at each other, I couldn’t help but notice, right?”
Siew Wah thought for a while as he ate another piece of prata dipped in the

mutton curry. I wondered if I had said something that offended him. I looked at
the remnants of my prata silently, waiting for the awkward silence to go away.

“It’s alright,” Siew Wah finally said, after chomping on his piece of prata.
I have never seen Siew Wah that serious before. Most of the time, when we

were talking about things that were of a serious nature, Siew Wah was the one
who was most likely to make a joke out of things just to lighten the atmosphere,
yet tonight, at that point in time, he looked graver than a tombstone, his face
shrouded in an air of pure melancholy that I had never seen before in him. It
was as though he was pained about something, something that he couldn’t even
bring himself to say to me, someone who had known him for so long.

I quietly finished up my prata, and started sipping slowly on mymilo dinosaur,
that dangerously saccharine chocolate drink that was touted to ‘give you instant
diabetes’. Despite the bold claims of the drink, all I felt then was just a strange
silent bitterness that existed between my old friend and I.



Chapter 2

Cantata

The shrill cry of his alarm clock broke the silence of the dormitory at the crack of
dawn, and Kah Hao raised a lazy arm up from within his cozy blanket to smack the
snooze button. It was the first day of classes and the third day that he was on his
own in the dormitories, and he was still very tired and disoriented, to say the least.
It was not that he was uncomfortable at waking up that early in the morning—
years of attending Hilltop High, Elizabeth Junior College and finally being an
infantry man in CS meant that he was used to getting up at a ridiculously early
time.

Except this time, it was a completely different environment, and he had al-
ready been tired helping out his other dormitory mates with their moving in, just
like the way he was taught back in CS on how to care for the fellow soldier.

‘No, not soldier,’ Kah Hao reminded himself. ‘I’m not an infantry man any-
more; this is the real world that I live in.’

The transition from being a soldier back to being a citizen was something
that Kah Hao never really got right. During the few months that he was waiting
in between the discharge from his military service to the attending of college,
he had been helping out with his family’s vegetable stall, and that still gave him
the level of discipline that he was so desperately reliant on during the last few
years of his life. Now that he was in the dorms and in college at last, the sudden
freedom that he was experiencing was one that was, at times, hard to wrap his
head around.

Kah Hao set up in his bed, his feet touching the cold tiled ground with his
blanket tossed aside. He took a quick glance across the room to this room
mate—he was still asleep. Thankfully the alarm did not wake him up, otherwise it
would have been the start of a rather unfriendly relationship with his room mate.
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Kah Hao paused for a while. Ever since hemoved into his room, he had always
found his room mate sleeping, be it during the day, or during the night. It was as
though his room mate was a sloth in disguise, and was only active during those
precious hours where Kah Hao himself was sound asleep. At the very least, he
managed to catch his room mate awake once by accident, to which his room
mate muttered an introduction to him.

“I’m. . .Moe. You are?” Slurred voice—must have just gotten up or something.
“Kah Hao. Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you indeed. . . ” More slurring and before Kah Hao knew it, Moe

had fallen back to his bed, sound asleep once more.
Kah Hao shook his head as hemade his bed. Moe was a student from America

who was studying in the local university here due to his father’s job posting here.
Like him, Moe was also a first-year student, but he never did find out what major
that Moe was taking since the latter was almost always asleep each time he saw
him.

His bed made, Kah Hao walked to his clothes cabinet and took out his tooth-
brush, toothpaste and mug and walked to the common bathroom that his room
shared with the other. It seemed that the occupants of the other room have
not moved in yet, for it had been quiet during the three days that Kah Hao was
lounging about in his own room. Perhaps he might get to see them in time to
come.

Setting his toiletries aside, Kah Hao turned on the tap. A rush of cold water
hit the basin with the sound of a flash flood, and hastily, Kah Hao turned the tap
to reduce the flow, before shutting the bathroom door to his room. He ran his
hands through the icy water and brought them to his face, which shocked him
wide awake. ‘Excellent,’ Kah Hao thought, ‘just the way that I want it.’

Kah Hao brushed his teeth and washed up before turning off the tap and
leaving the bath room. Time for his morning run.

It was a new habit of sorts. Back when he was in Elizabeth Junior College,
he had grown to be quite rotund from the easy access to food, the relatively
open schedule where the teachers and lecturers didn’t really care if he attended
lessons or not, and the many nights that he stayed over to study and revise while
snacking on whatever fingerfood was available. CS came and changed all that—
he had to enlist a good three months earlier than everyone else just to undergo
extra physical training to ensure that he was fit enough for the rigours of basic
military training.

He wasmade to run in themorning, every morning, a gruelling three-kilometre
run. This was followed by jumping jacks, chin-ups, sit-ups, sprint work, fartlek
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exercises. A quick break later, and it was off to the gym for more conditioning
exercises like calisthentics and weights. Kah Hao’s weight shrank rapidly under
such tough exercises, and by the time the rest of his cohort was enlisted, he had
gained a substantial amount of muscle while losing most of the excess weight
that he had.

The basic military training was no different from his prior conditioning phys-
ical training—there was still the morning regime of runs and exercises, but in
addition to that, other military-related skills like shooting, drills, and other com-
bat exercises were in place as well. The runs kept on appearing even after being
posted to the infantry unit, and so Kah Hao became very habituated to have an
early morning run before anything else began. He just couldn’t function unless
he had his endorphin fix in the morning.

Kah Hao put on his running vest and running shorts and laced up his running
shoes. With his digital watch on wrist, he took his key from the key holder before
stepping out of the door and locking it quietly behind him.

Outside, the dawn was starting to break, but Kah Hao knew it would be a
good twenty minutes before the sun would become unbearably hot. Besides, the
cool morning air was what he had been looking forward to in the last twenty-four
hours of being cooped in the dormitories trying to learn about the new people
and helping them moving in. His resident assistant had been helpful, but she
was a petite year three who wasn’t really strong enough to help some of the first
years move their heaping pile of stuff, and so he found it obligatory to offer his
help in moving.

Kah Hao took a deep breath of the fresh air from his corridor before heading
off to the left to take the stairs down from the second floor.

The grounds were quiet as he started on his slow jog on the grounds. It
was the second time that he had run on the school compounds, and slowly, its
topography was starting to make an impression in his head. The college grounds
were sprawling but not unforgivably large, and had a good mix of both modern
and old architecture that was intermixed with a generous portion of greenery
from trees and shrubs. There were a few fields about, but they were nothing
worth mentioning.

Kah Hao’s jog slowly increased in tempo till he was running just a little bit
faster. The early morning air was now moving past him in the form of an early
morning breeze. Overhead, the birds in the trees were starting on their cheerful
chirping, as if to welcome Kah Hao or at least, the dawn of yet another new day.
The road that Kah Hao was running on was lightly paved and ran alongside the
tarmac for the cars. He could have run on the tarmac—in fact, he preferred that
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over the pavement—but he still wasn’t too sure about the traffic conditions that
early in the morning, since it was the first week day that he was experiencing.

As his footsteps stopped increasing in their tempo, his cadence stabilised,
and in his mind, one clear picture manifested itself.

Tiffany.
It had been a while since he last saw her. The last time that he remembered

seeing her was when he was still in Elizabeth Junior College, when he still had
the time to actually turn up for the weekly rehearsals at the community club’s
Chinese orchestra. She had grown from a budding young girl into a divine being
who was the epitome of grace and poise. Still, she never changed the way she
interacted with everyone. She was still as close as ever to Kah Hao, and was
starting to warm up to Heng Kar, who had decided to stay on as a dizi player in
the orchestra. Sometimes, Kah Hao would wondered if he could get even closer
to Tiffany. Perhaps it was time for him to take a trip back to the orchestra to pay
them a visit.

“Goddamn piece of crazy runner! Keep on the pavement you fool!”
Instinctively, Kah Hao leapt to the side as he heard the blaring of the horn

followed by the energetic curse of the driver. The car sped off around the curve
and Kah Hao slowed his tempo down and started thinking a little more to himself.

‘I think I’m a bit too distracted. Today’s the first day of class—probably
shouldn’t jinx it too much,’ he thought as he focused his eyes on the road once
more. It wouldn’t be too long before he finished his run anyway.

The canteens were finally opened by the time Kah Hao took a shower and
got himself dressed for the first day of school. After his morning run, he was
always hungry, and thankfully, the food stalls were open that early in the day. He
checked his watch—seven o’clock. Perfect time for breakfast.

Kah Hao ordered a plate of fried beehoon from the vendor and found a fairly
airy spot to sit and tuck in. The beehoon tasted a little dry from the morning air,
but it was still flavourable enough to be passable. As he sat there and enjoyed
his momentary solitude in the semi-familiar environment, he sensed someone
standing behind him.

“Uh, hi! I’m Linda, you are?”
Kah Hao was mildly confused. He wasn’t expecting anyone to be talking to

him so early in the morning.
“I’m Kah Hao. Are you a first-year also?”
“Oh yes, yes I am!” There was something strange but interesting in her eyes,
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but Kah Hao let it slide. “May I sit with you?” She asked as she motioned the
seat across Kah Hao with her plate of noodles.

Kah Hao winced a little. There were many other empty seats available, but
this girl was interested in sitting with him. He wasn’t quite sure how to deal with
it, but out of politeness for his fellow first year, he nodded.

Gleefully, Linda took up the seat opposite of him and plonked down her plate
of noodles. Almost immediately after sitting herself, Linda turned her attention
to Kah Hao and struck up a conversation.

“So, do you like foetuses?”
“Wait what?” Kah Hao said, his mind suddenly shocked awake. “What kind of

question is that?”
“Oh nothing, I just find foetuses interesting in general. Something about the

fact that they are alive yet not very alive that makes them interesting, don’t you
think?” Linda said with a very serious looking face as she chomped down on her
plate of noodles. Oily plate of noodles too, Kah Hao thought, when suddenly he
started imagining how the yellow egg noodles were like the intestines of a young
growing foetus. . .

Kah Hao shook his head clear and stared straight into Linda’s eyes.
“Are you out of your mind? What are you talking about again? If you are going

to be this ridiculous then I would kindly and politely ask you to sit elsewhere and
not bother me again,” Kah Hao said, his face obviously flushed from a rage that
he was trying his best to hold down. The refreshing morning was fast turning
into a nightmarish one, and he hoped to himself that the crazy girl in front of him
would leave him alone.

“Did I make you angry?”
“Do I look angry to you?”
“Well,” Linda paused. “Yes, you actually look angry. Did I offend you?”
“You bloody well did! What is this, talking about such things in the morning!

Keep your tongue civil!”
Kah Hao took a deep breath and concentrated on his beehoon once more,

trying his hardest to ignore Linda’s presence.
Surprisingly, in spite of the fairly fierce backlash from Kah Hao, Linda was still

sitting in front of him, eating her noodles as though they were old friends just
having a nice breakfast together. It was unnerving, to say the least, but at least
she wasn’t actually saying anything ridiculous, or anything at all for that matter.

Kah Hao hastily finished up his soggy beehoon and was about to leave the
table to prepare for class when suddenly Linda grabbed his arm.

“Hey, hold on Kah Hao.”
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‘Oh no,’ Kah Hao thought to himself, ‘just what is she up to right now?’
“What do you want?”
“I think we started off on the wrong footing. Let me begin again, okay?”
Kah Hao looked at Linda. She seemed a little more earnest this time, as

though she was really wanting to make some amends for the rather awkward
beginning that they had experienced just scant minutes before.

Without waiting for his agreement, Linda started once more.
“I’m Linda, first year in applied mathematics. I’m from America, but my par-

ents have been posted here for the long term to oversee some work-related
things. I’ve been here for about a couple of months now, but I’m still trying to
get used to the culture here. Back at home, people seemed more friendly and
were more willing to just do different things, you know.”

Kah Hao couldn’t decide if that was an insult or a plea for help, but he gra-
ciously sat himself down to listen to her tale.

“So you are saying you’re from America? You sure don’t have the look of an
American. . . ”

“My grandparents were from China. They migrated to the US a long time back
and so I’m third generation American.”

“Can you speak Mandarin?”
“Not really. All I can say is ‘toilet’ in Mandarin. Hmm, I think it is ‘tze shuo’. . . ”
Kah Hao shook his head once more. This was one weird girl alright, even

though she was actually trying to be decent this time.
“But enough of me. Where are you from, Kah Hao? You look like some tribal

native from somewhere with all that tanned skin. I’ve not seen someone that
tanned before.”

“Well,” Kah Hao began, not entirely sure how best to continue. “I’m born
and bred here, and just came out from the Citizen Soldiering programme a few
months back as an infantry man. I’m also a first year applied mathematics ma-
jor.”

“Oh wow! Really? That’s just awesome! Maybe we’re in the same classes too!
That’ll be great! Now I know someone who is in the same department as I am!
This is really wonderful!”

Kah Hao looked at Linda as though he were looking at an alien. Just one
simple introduction and look what it did to her—all manner of superlatives are
appearing at the drop of a hat; it seemed that she was always running on some
hyper-enthusiasm that rivalled even those bootlickers back from CS who always
wanted to curry favour with the sergeants and officers to get a bit more slack
time as compared to the rest.
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Without really knowing what to do about her reaction, Kah Hao only nodded
somewhat emphatically.

“I need to get back to my dorm and wake my room mate up. He’s been so
comatose that I’m not even sure if he is alive anymore.”

“Seriously?” Linda asked incredulously.
“Well, not so serious about the ‘whether he is alive or not’ part, but still. . . he

sleeps too much.”
“Let’s go get him together then!”
“Eh?” Kah Hao seemed a little confused. “Together?”
“Sure! I live in a dorm too. I’ve always wondered how a guy’s dorm would

look like—it might as well be now for me to discover it. Would be interesting to
see how your room mate looks like too you know.”

Kah Hao scratched his head in yet more confusion. Surely there was no harm
in inviting this strange girl to his room right? It was just a friendly visit, and
besides, he still needed to wake Moe up.

“Alright, I suppose. What time is your first class?”
“Nine I think, at lecture hall seven.”
“What a coincidence, so is my class! ‘Concepts of Mathematics’ by Professor

Sterling right?”
“Yup yup!” Linda nodded.
“Well, it’s almost eight now, and I have no idea how long it takes for Moe to

be ready, so let’s just head over and grab him.”
Linda nodded once again and stood up to follow Kah Hao. They both put away

the cutlery into the collection bins nearby and headed back towards Kah Hao’s
dorm, roughly a three-minute walk away. All this while, Linda was particularly
chatty, and Kah Hao started to feel a little draining to keep up with her. It was the
first day of college after all, and he was just enjoying his own solitude for a while
before this strange girl butted into his personal space and dragged him helter-
skelter all over the place with her seemingly random and misplaced thoughts.
But it was a good thing to have made yet another friend.

Reaching the second floor of the dormitory, Kah Hao pulled out his key from
his back pocket and unlocked the door to his room. The blinds were still closed
and the lights were not on—almost the same as he had left it before heading off
for breakfast.

“Hey Moe, you decent? Got a visitor. Female.”
“Huh, wha. . . did you say female?”
“Yeah, F-E-M-A-L-E, female. Make sure you are dressed or something.” Kah

Hao raised his voice a little in the lightless room.
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“Okay, okay, I’m decent. Just lemme sleep.”
“No way dude, you muttered about class at nine in the morning, so I think

you should get up now.”
“What time is it?”
“Eight.”
“Shit. That’s too fucking early dude. . . lemme sleep more.”
“Remember, guest? Female?” Kah Hao egged.
“Uh, yeah, right.” Moe sat up in his bed. Kah Hao flicked the light switch and

the bright fluorescent light filled up the entire room, with a dazed looking Moe
sitting on his bed with his blanket in a pile behind him, not unlike how Kah Hao
looked like when he first got up that morning. The only difference was, this time
there was another person in the room.

“You are Moe?”
“Yeah, so I am.” Moe sounded a little less dazed now. “Who are you again?”
“I’m Linda! Tell me, do you like foetuses?”
‘Oh god no, not that again,’ Kah Hao thought to himself, silently palming his

face with his hands.
“Not really. Unless they are lightly sautéed over a grill with fried onions.”
“What the hell. . . ” Kah Hao muttered under his breath.
“Oooh. . . sautéed foetuses with fried onions? That sounds delightfully deli-

cious!”
“Uh guys,” Kah Hao said, somewhat uncomfortably, “why are we talking about

foetuses again?”
“Because it is fun!” Came the reply in unison. Kah Hao groaned.
“Where’d you find Linda, Kah Hao? She’s a blast.”
“Only for you,” I tried sneering back, but it didn’t seem to have any effect.
“Anyway, what’s your first class?” I countered, trying to dodge the question

at hand.
“Let me think. . . something about Concepts of something something by some

professor whose name I keep being reminded as being related to silver. . . ”
“Oooh. . . Concepts of Mathematics?” Linda asked somewhat excitedly.
“Right! That’s the one!” Moe answered, in such an awakened voice that it

was hard to believe that less than five minutes ago, he was still in dream land.
“You’re an applied math major too right?” Linda asked once more.
“Yeah. . . ”
“Hm. Funny that Kah Hao didn’t say anything just now. . . ”
“. . . because he was mostly asleep!” Kah Hao retorted playfully, amazed at his

friendly composure in spite of having rather strong feelings about things before.
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“Ah, it seems that Kah Hao has started to fight back, finally. Kudos to you!”
Moe said with a wink as he hopped out of bed to get himself ready for the day’s
lesson.

“Screw you and hurry up!” Kah Hao retaliated with a mock punch. Linda
giggled crazily and ended up having to sit on a bed to avoid falling over from
laughter.

Kah Hao and the gang were nearly late, of course, because Moe was taking
his own sweet time in getting himself ready for classes, despite haranging from
both Linda and Kah Hao himself. Nevertheless, they made it in one piece to
lecture hall seven for the first lesson of the day.

“Good morning class! I am James Sterling, and the class I am teaching today
is ‘Concepts of Mathematics’. How many of you are computer science majors
here?” Some hands rose. “That’s reassuring. Howmany of you aremathmajors?”
Some more hands rose. “Good, good. Who are not from the two departments I
just said?” A smaller number of hands rose. “Excellent, excellent!”

“Hmm, I think I know that guy over there,” Kah Hao whispered to Linda, who
was on his right.

“Which one?” She whispered back.
“That one, third row on from the front, seventh column from the left.”
“The computer science person?”
“Yeah him. I think I know him.”
“Who’s he?”
“I think it is Heng Kar, a friend I met back in secondary school. I’ve not seen

him since junior college since we sort of went our separate ways when we had
to serve under the CS scheme.”

“Maybe you should go say hi to him or something?”
“Maybe I will. But not right now. Also,” Kah Hao said with a gleam in his eye,

“try to wake up Moe discreetly. It seems that he is getting quite a bit of attention
with his snoring.”

And that he was. Moe was comatose on the slide out desk, his head on his
hands, his entire posture radiating with the signals that he was enjoying himself
in dream land. There was no pretense, no cover-up—he was sleeping in broad
daylight in a lecture and snoring, among other things. The rest of the students
who were sitting nearby started giggling uncontrollably when they realised that
one of their kind have been falling asleep in full view with such a resonating
snore. But it seemed that the lecturer didn’t seem to care as much.
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“You will find pretty soon that this course will push your mathematical inge-
nuity to its limit and beyond. You will learn quickly that induction is your best
friend, and most importantly, you will learn how to write proofs to show that what
you are trying to show correct, is indeed correct. But those are just the official
things I have to say.” There was a strange glint in the professor’s eye. “We will
be solving many many puzzles in a rigorous way in this course. That is how you
will learn the art of the concepts of mathematics. Questions?”

“When will homework be given?”
“Ah, the perennial question. I know that this would happen. TAs, please hand

out the schedule sheets. You will find that the grading rubrics as well as the
schedule for the contents to be covered are on the set of schedule sheets that
you are about to receive. On it, you will also find the dates for the mid-terms and
other administrivia that you need to know. Any more questions? No? Okay, let
us begin with mathematical induction. . . ”

The class went on smoothly for the full hundred and ten minutes, and before
long, Kah Hao, Linda and Moe found themselves streaming out of the lecture
hall, looking for their next class.

“What do you have next?” Linda asked.
“Let me see. . .Matrix algebra at Adamson Hall,” Kah Hao replied.
“Same,” said Moe, who seemed much more alert out of class than in it.
“I think I know where Adamson Hall is. Let’s go!” Linda said as she took the

lead.
“I thought you’re a first year student too. How do you know where everything

is before any of us do?” Kah Hao asked curiously.
“Oh, I got here earlier and spent most of my time roaming about looking at

the places and studying the monuments. That’s how I learnt my way about.”
“Interesting,” Kah Hao replied.
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Saturday

By the time I got home from the prata place where Siew Wah and I finished
up our supper in the most awkward and quiet of note, it was already two in the
morning on a Saturday. The cab I took home cost me a pretty penny from all the
surchages, but it could not be helped, considering that there was really no public
transport available at that time. Besides, having Siew Wah in a semi-strange
mood meant that it was probably not a good idea to get a ride from him. I made
a mental note to give him a call some time later in the day to apologise for what
I might have said that offended him, hoping that he would turn out okay.

I peeled off my polo T-shirt and tossed it aside. Despite the air-conditioning
of the cab, I found that the humidity stuck to me all clammy the moment I
stepped out of the vehicle and into the environment once more. Now without
the confines of a clingy and soaked shirt, I found movement a little easier, and
almost on habit, I strode over to my computer and switched it on as I went to
get some clothes from the wardrobe for a shower to freshen myself up.

Thankfully, my parents were already asleep by then and it was nice of them
to have left the main door unbolted; otherwise it would have been a disaster
trying to get back into the house at this time of the night. It seemed that the
moment I stepped into college, I was given a level of independence that I never
truly experienced before. It was as though the transition to college-life was the
magical key that unlocked my parent’s perception of me being a responsible
adult.

It was funny though, considering that I had already spent a lot of time on my
own during my CS days prior. Then, I was still treated like some overgrown kid,
but now. . . I shook my head a little as I stepped into the shower and flipped the
tap.

27
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A gush of freezing cold water rained atop my head, flowing down with the
intensity of a torrent of white-water rapids. Whatever mugginess I felt earlier
had been replaced by a shockingly cold yet refreshing feeling. The two years
of CS have made me a tougher person indeed; I would never have imagined
showering without the heater on at such a time of the day nearly three years ago,
yet now, it seemed almost as natural as can be.

I stood there for a while more, enjoying the coolness and letting the icy water
seep its cold through my skin to cool myself off even more. The longer I stood
there, the more I started to think about what Siew Wah had said earlier.

“It’s alright,” Siew Wah had said after chomping on his prata. That was the
last thing that he had said for the night, other than the other polite words that
he exchanged with the waiter and to me when I bade him farewell. It was not
the words that struck me as odd; it was the fact that he paused or a moment to
think about what I said about Melanie, and that his tone for the last two words
had such gravity that I felt as though somewhere along the way, I had unwittingly
offended him greatly.

Offending Siew Wah. I flipped off the tap and lathered myself with the soap
from the stand. Offending Siew Wah—something that was almost unheard of.
I have known him for so long, yet I have hardly seen him look so sombre and
serious as just an hour ago.

I lathered myself completely and flipped the tap on again. The shower sput-
tered for a split second before roaring anew with the torrentious downpour. I
washed myself thoroughly before flipping the tap off for the last time and dried
myself with the towel before getting dressed and stepping out into my room once
again.

Offending Siew Wah.
I shook my head. Perhaps not seeing my friend for so long has made him

even more alienated to me than I had originally thought. Anyway, there was
always that phone call later in the day to try and clear things up.

Instinctively, I plonked myself down in front of my computer, which had al-
ready booted up and presented the log-in screen. Adjusting my seat, I quickly
logged into the system and pulled the instant messenger program and my web
browsers, and accessing all the usual things that I pulled up upon system start
up.

An alert on my instant messenger went off. I peered at it. Ah, it was Kah Hao.
‘Sup!’ Kah Hao had written.
‘Just got back from an outing.’ I replied as I pulled up my email to check for

anything new.
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‘Cool. Old friend or girl?’
‘Old friend. Why is everyone obsessed with girls?’
‘Lol. Curious?’ I sighed. Indeed, why was everyone obsessed with girls these

days?
‘Going tonight?’ Kah Hao wrote again.
‘You mean the CO practice?’
‘Yeah, that one. Yes?’
I stopped and thought about it. It has been a while since I’ve been at the

orchestra, and honestly, I wasn’t even sure if my dizi playing skills were even up
to par, having not touched a single dizi over the last two years of CS and break
between that and classes. But if Kah Hao was going, I suppose it was fine; after
all, he was the one who first introduced me there.

‘Yes, going. You?’ I wrote back.
‘Lol. Of course. Want to do dinner first?’
‘Not sure if want. Homework.’ That part was true. I had some homework that

I wanted to start on, not as many as what Siew Wah had, but they needed to
be done nonetheless. Concepts of Mathematics homework was something that
cannot be rushed and had to be done one problem at a time.

‘Ha! Concepts of math?’ Damnit Kah Hao, stop reading my mind!
‘Yes yes. Why dinner again?’ I replied.
‘Lol. . . I’m coming from the dorm. So far! I don’t want to leave that late; will

most definitely run into the crazy crowd. That’d be bad.’ He had a point of course.
Saturdays were terrible days to be travelling about, especially in the evenings,
becausemany people were taking that time to just let loosemore than they would
on Friday, because almost everyone is free on a Saturday evening and the fun
places often had special promotional discounts specific for Saturday itself. Or
so I’ve heard.

‘Okay. See you at the market area at around six?’
‘Sounds good. Ta.’
‘Bye.’ I wrote back. A few short moments later, I found that Kah Hao had

signed off the instant messenger.
I sat back in my chair and clicked about the news website on my browser

aimlessly, my eyes scanning the material and my mind awash with thoughts a
many. I suddenly sat upright—I think I forgot to ask Kah Hao if Tian Kun was
around. I didn’t have any dizi, and the whole time I was playing in the orchestra, I
was playing Tian Kun’s dizi. It would be silly to be going to the orchestra without
havin any instruments to play. I made a mental note to myself and continued a
couple more minutes of checking out the blogs and forums that I followed.
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By the time I was stifling a yawn, it was already three in the morning. I shut
my computer down and switched off the room lights before crashing out on my
bed, exhausted from the day’s events.

I was rudely awakened by the sheer brightness of the sun shining through my
windows. That was strange—I could have sworn I pulled the curtains together be-
fore I crashed out last night, but I couldn’t really remember. Not that it mattered
of course. I looked over to where my alarm clock was. Noon. Shit.

I got up hastily from bed and went into the bathroom to freshen up before
heading out to the kitchen, where lunch was already served.

“You woke up late. . . did you stay out very long last night?” My mother asked
in a mildly accusing tone.

“Yeah. . . I thought I’ve told you about it already?”
“You did, but it’s already noon. Have your lunch before it turned cold.”
“Where’s pa?”
“He’s gone back to the office. Will you be having dinner today?”
“Nah, not really. Meeting with Kah Hao for dinner, then heading for the or-

chestra practice.”
“Kah Hao? That dizi guy?”
“Yeah.”
“How’s he?”
“He’s good. . . same college as me.”
“Really? What is he reading?”
“Applied math. But we share some classes together since his major has some

overlaps with mine.”
“Ah.” My mother shrugged as she went about doing her household chores.
I looked at the dished in front of me. Stir-fried bak choi with chopped garlic

and oyster sauce, stir-fried chicken slices with ginger strips, and a single fried
egg, all to go with a bowl of rice. Scrumptious. I started attacking the food
like some troop movement across the jungle, trying to gain ground as quickly as
possible. I didn’t realise that I was so hungry till I saw the food.

After the lunch, I traipsed back into my room and turned on my computer
once more. I couldn’t really run away from my computer it seems—the bane
of a computer science major, perhaps? I giggled softly to myself at this little
revelation.

I spent the next few hours working on my homework, tearing my hair out at
times at the deviousness of the problem set, but doing pretty decently in general.
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Before I knew it, it was time to meet up with Kah Hao at the market hawker place
near the community club.

“Heh,” Kah Hao began, “you’re late. I came from a further place than you,
and still you are late.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied between gasps of air. “It has been a while since I came
here, and I sort of forgot which bus to take.”

“And so you ended up taking the wrong bus.”
“And so I ended up taking the wrong bus. Yes.”
“Okay, dinner on you then.” I groaned.
“Hey,” Kah Hao said teasingly, “you did ask for it. You’re such a computer

wizard, why didn’t you look up the way to get here before you started to come
here?”

“I was in a rush dude. . . homework. . . ”
“Yeah, yeah. What a lousy excuse. Anyway, let’s get chicken rice—I miss the

chicken rice here. Shouldn’t be too heavy on your pocket.”
“Okay, let’s go then,” I said, managing to catch my breath back. It was an

entirely reasonable request, given that I was indeed late.
We went to the market food place and sat down at an available table, where

I ordered a two-person set meal from the chicken rice stall.
“Wow, I’ve not been here for so long, things seem to have not changed much,”

I said.
“Yeah, mostly. To be honest, I’ve not been here in a while myself.”
“Ah. CS has a way of messing lives up right?”
“Mostly.”
“Oh by the way, is Tian Kun here today?”
“Of course. . . notice that I didn’t bring my own dizi today?” I looked about

Kah Hao and found that he was right—he didn’t bring his own set of instruments.
“Don’t worry about it,” Kah Hao continued, “I’ve contacted Tian Kun. He said

he has some spares lying around that we can use later. He just told us to drop
by first.”

At that point, the chicken rice was served and I paid the hawker. Kah Hao
and I tucked in to the food that we both had missed for a while.

“The taste hasn’t changedmuch, has it?” Imumbled to Kah Hao as I chomped
down on the food that I had on my plate.

“Yes, yes, it does taste decent. . . almost like how it was in the past,” Kah Hao
replied. “Finish it up quickly so that we can get to the rehearsal. We’re already a
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little late since you took your time to come.”
“Yeah I understand,” I said as I wolfed down as much as I could.
In a few short minutes, both of use had finished our food and were en route

to the community club.
The walk to the community club was filled with nostalgia as I started to recog-

nise the shops that lined the path. Shops that I had once spent many a time be-
fore rehearsal started roaming about, buying little knick-knacks, and sometimes
even for drinks. It was a quaint setting, with the friendly shopkeepers and the
camaradarie that I shared with the other members of the orchestra. I wondered
how they were like now, but I suppose that I would find out very soon.

We arrived at the front of the community club. To the right of the front en-
trance, I saw the row of pine trees that I first saw when I first took the concrete
foot path from the stairs to the very rehearsal that I had attended with the chi-
nese orchestra. The wave of nostalgia hit me so hard that at the point in time,
all I could do was to stand there for a moment as the memories of the very first
visit replayed itself in my mind’s eye.

“You doing okay?” Kah Hao asked. “You seem a little bit dazed out.”
“Huh?” I blinked as I found myself brought back to reality. “I’m doing

fine. . . just thinking about the first time I came to the orchestra.”
“That sentimental huh?” Kah Hao replied, with a grin on his tanned face.

“Never thought of you as being like that.”
I shrugged. I wasn’t really that sentimental, but there was something about

returning to where one once hung out that made all these thoughts came tomind.
I followed Kah Hao through the front gates and up the stairs past the bas-

ketball court near the front gate towards the stairs that would take me up to the
third floor where the rehearsal room was. Each step that I took up the stairs
reminded me of the many happy occasions that I spent with the orchestra, all
the performances that we had done together, all the fun things we did as a group
outside of rehearsal time. And then one image struck me as clear as day.

Tiffany.
It had been a while since I last saw her. I remembered that she was still a

budding young lady whose prowess over the yangqin never ceased to amaze me.
She was very friendly and very jovial, and often chatted with Kah Hao and I during
the breaks. When Tian Kun suggested that I try playing a dizi solo piece on my
own, she volunteered to provide the accompaniment with me, just as the piece
required. It was huanlege, “a song about happiness”, if I recalled correctly, the
first piece that I had heard Kah Hao play with Tiffany so many years back. The
first time I had to play with her, I felt very uneasy, because I never thought that
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my skill with the dizi was at the level that did justice to her yangqin skills. But
somehow, we prevailed and succeeded in the end, with constant encouragement
and cooperation with her, we managed to put up a great show at one of the larger
concerts that we had to play. I wondered how was she now.

The familiar door greeted me once again. It looked a little more beaten now
than it was nearly two years ago, but there was something soothingly familiar
about it that reminded me that it was indeed the door that I had passed through
every Saturday of my life during my secondary school and junior college years.
Once more I stood near the door and peered into the small glass panel there.

Kah Hao stood to the side and eyed me quizzically.
“Hey, what’s wrong with you? So apprehensive all of the sudden. . . ”
I shook my head. “Nothing’s wrong. Let’s go in!”
“Yeah, let’s do it!”
Kah Hao stepped up to the door and opened it majestically and stepped

through. I followed on after him.
“Hey Mr Ang, remember me?” Kah Hao said out loud.
“Who are you again. . . ?” Came an uncertain reply.
“I’m Kah Hao! Remember me?”
“Kah Hao? Oh! That Kah Hao!” Mr Ang’s face lit up when he realised who it

was. “Wow, you look so different now. . . so much fitter and tanner!”
“It must’ve been the CS training and everything, Mr Ang.”
“I see, I see. Then this must be Heng Kar then?”
“Hi Mr Ang!” I greeted Mr Ang as cheerily as I could. He was familiar to me,

yet not very familiar. The two and a half years that I have not seen him, he seemed
to have aged ten. Gone were his jet black hair of old—everything seemed to be
replaced by various shades of gray and white. Even his moustache, the pride of
his face, was showing the graceful signs of aging with the many tell-tale white
strands intermixed with the few graying pieces available. In spite of the wizened
look, what was certain was that it made him look more distinguished than ever,
and I was suddenly reminded by the commanding aura that he had on people
from his stature and carriage.

“How have you been?” I asked Mr Ang politely.
“Oh I’ve been well,” Mr Ang replied as he was unfolding the music stands.

“Still trying to teach the kids that are coming in.”
I glanced at my watch. It was almost six-fifty in the evening, and the children

haven’t seemed to have arrived yet. Maybe they had extended the starting time
for the training classes?

“No, not really,” Mr Ang clarified when I told him what I thought. “You guys
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have come at an interesting time—we just had a performance last week and so
this week, the training lessons have been pushed back by about half an hour or
so. The main orchestra is still playing at around eight though.”

Mr Ang eyed us carefully before continuing.
“You guys staying for the main orchestra?”
“Yeah we will be,” Kah Hao replied on behalf of both of us. “Tian Kun said he

was coming today and that he would bring some extra dizi for us to use.”
“I see, I see,” Mr Ang said as he unfolded yet another music stand. “We’re

missing the dizi folk now you know. After you two went for CS, Tian Kun has been
holding the fort while we had dizi players coming and going in between. It gets
really hard to push for larger concerts when we don’t really have the force to go
with it. You guys going to be staying with us for long?”

Kah Hao glanced at me. I shrugged my shoulders.
“I don’t really know Mr Ang. If homework isn’t too bad, I should be able to

come back for rehearsals fairly often,” I said.
“As for me,” Kah Hao began, “I live on the dorm most of the week, and so it

will be really hard to be rushing here for rehearsal every Saturday evening due to
the commute time. So, maybe I’ll be back sporadically.”

“Hmm,” Mr Ang said as he scratched his chin in a thoughtful manner. “I
suppose that’s the best that we can handle things for now. Studies are indeed
more important and we are only a casual amateur chinese orchestra at best—
can’t really expect a large amount of sacrifice to get things done. Good to see
you folks back.”

“Heheheh, thanks Mr Ang. Oh, is Tiffany still with the orchestra?” Kah Hao
asked inquisitively. My ears piqued.

“Oh?” Mr Ang’s smiled slyly. “Why specifically Tiffany?”
“Uh. . . ” Kah Hao’s face started to blush into a red tomato, and it was clear

that the awkward level was getting higher.
“She’s coming tonight of course. But recently, her schedule has been quite

haywire. You guys should understand, being in college and all,” Mr Ang replied.
I nodded my head understandingly. First week in college and I could already

tell that things were not going to be really smooth nor easy in the future. There
were just so many things to see and to do, and the amount of homework and
projects are surely much more than what we had done even in junior college.
Besides, Tiffany had already gone through nearly three years of that since she
didn’t have to serve CS—it would probably be something that would alter her
schedule fairly drastically.

“Do you need any help setting things up?” I asked Mr Ang.
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“Not really. You guys just sit tight and wait for Tian Kun to come. He should
be arriving shortly. Ah, speak of the devil, here he is.”

True enough, the door to the rehearsal room creaked open, and in strode Tian
Kun.

“Kah Hao and Heng Kar! You two are back today! Excellent!” Tian Kun greeted
us heartily. “I was wondering when you would show up.”

“Didn’t Kah Hao tell you that we are dropping by today?” I asked, somewhat
confused.

“That he did. But still, I wasn’t even sure if you guys were joking. I mean,
once you two went to CS, you never came back for so long!” Tian Kun wiped his
brow as he said that. “Anyway, you two are back. Kah Hao said you guys needed
some dizi for tonight, so let’s get them now and see how much ‘power’ you two
have left.”

Tian Kun put down his things on a nearby chair and walked to the metal
cabinet in the deep corner of the rehearsal room and opened it up, retrieving
two long thin black faux leather bags.

The memories started to pour back into me again, the very first time that I
met Tian Kun in the orchestra. It was the same scene, where he handed me a bag
of dizi that he had put together so that I could play with the orchestra. Though
it was slightly more than two years ago, it felt as though that only occurred just
yesterday.

“Hey Heng Kar, dizi here?” Tian Kun said as he waved the black bag at me.
Snapping out of my momentary lapse of observation, I sheepishly took the bag
of instruments and pulled up a chair to sit next to Kah Hao, who had already
taken the other bag of dizi from Tian Kun.

“Let’s see if I still have it,” Kah Hao said as he withdrew a C-major dizi and
tried to run up the pentatonic scale. At first, it sounded a little breezy, but after
a while, it was clear that Kah Hao had not lost his chops yet.

I put down the bag of dizi and unzipped it, retrieving a G-major dizi. The
firmness of the bamboo and the sureness of the finger holes reminded me of
what I had unconsciously missed or so long, and as I repositioned my fingers
over the finger holes and held the blow hole to my lips to adjust the position for
the embouchre, I too knew that I hadn’t lost much of what I had learnt so long
ago.

I started with playing a D, an A, a B followed by the higher D. The tone didn’t
sound half as bad as I thought it would. I didn’t feel any particular strain on my
lips as I tried to run up the scale—everything seemed to have felt as smoothly
as though I had never left the chinese orchestra that two plus years ago.
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“Sounds like you guys are still in some shape,” Tian Kun remarked as he re-
moved a dizi from his own bag of instruments that he had retrieved from the chair
earlier. “That’s a good thing—it means we don’t have to do ‘remedial lessons’.
Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go over next door to train some of the new
dizi players. They need some more careful attention for now.”

“Are they able to play with the main orchestra yet?” Kah Hao asked.
“I wish,” Tian Kun replied as he adjusted the membrane on his dizi. “They

just got in here about two months back, and only now are they able to make the
first few notes for the basic fingering. Those guys need more time before they
are ready to join the rest of us.”

Kah Hao and I nodded. I faintly remembered when I was still in primary
school and was touching the dizi for the first time. It was a strange feeling in-
strument, the smallest among all the other instruments that were available for us
to choose to play, yet I found that it was somehow more magical. My feelings
for the instrument were cemented when I made my first sound with it. It was a
shrill sound that seemed disproportionately loud as compared to the size of the
instrument, and I knew from then on that it was the instrument that I would be
loving to play for a long while.

Perhaps the new dizi players were still trying to gain that first sound. No wait,
they already did, and they have not run away yet. This means that they actually
liked the sound of the instrument. Clearly they would be hooked on the dizi for a
very long time.

“Thinking about something, Heng Kar?” Kah Hao asked in between his warm-
up.

“Yeah, just musing about the past.”
“Heh, you seem to do a lot of that all the time right?”
I thought a little before replying. “Now that you have mentioned it, it seems

to be quite true.”
“It’s strange though.”
“What’s strange?” Kah Hao asked.
“You sound like a typical introvert and yet you are playing an instrument that

is the most diametrically opposite in character as you. How did you manage to
do that?”

“Hmm.” Kah Hao had a point. The dizi was not an instrument that one could
actually use to hide in a chinese orchestra—it’s presence was loud and rambunc-
tious; it was designed to be heard, it was meant to be heard, it’s entire existence
was to be heard. And yet my own personal preference was to stay in the back-
ground, to be as low-key as possible, avoiding unnecessary attention to myself.
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Maybe it was a different side of me that was trying to assert itself through the
instrument?

I explained my theory to Kah Hao, who shrugged. He didn’t really know how
either, but it was clear that he was still fascinated with that revelation that he
had on me.

As we were warming up, the junior members of the Chinese orchestra started
streaming into the rehearsal room and took up places in front of Mr Ang, who
was distributing some scores for yet another practice piece to them to try out
to get their instrument techniques right. The whole scene felt very familiar to
me; it was something that I had seen many, many times in the past. Once more,
everything was coming back to me again.

“Hey, I’ve not seen you in a while.”
“Neither have I.”
I blinked and brought myself back to reality. In front of me stood a gorgeous

looking female who had black hair that reached beyond her shoulders and onto
her ample bosom. She wore a contour-flaunting black dress with a large black
bow in the front in the middle of her chest, its hemline stopping just two inches
shy of her knee. Her face was refreshingly beautiful, with large and pretty brown
eyes framed by long eyelashes, a soft small nose and a most cute pair of lips
sandwiched by two dimples. And she was smiling.

“Tiffany!” I cried out, a little too enthusiastically when I realised who it was.
“My, my, someone seems a tad too excited,” Tiffany said, winking.
It was my turn to be blushing that night. Kah Hao grinned at me.
“How have you been?” Kah Hao asked.
“Not too shabby. . . finally got the license to go solo now.”
“Oh? No longer living with your aunt?”
“Not really. Since I’ve turned twenty-one, I could legally live on my own now

and that’s what I have been doing. Not to say that aunty was doing a bad thing
being my guardian and all, but you know how it is always better to strike it out
on your own?”

Kah Hao and I nodded. Independence was an important thing. I got mine
from two years of CS and living in the camp, and I suspected that Kah Hao got
his in more or less the same way. It was a rite of passage for males to undergo
CS—one of the tenets was that we entered CS as boys, and left it as men. Maybe
it wasn’t really because of all the training that we had to do that made ourselves
so much stronger than before; it could very well be the fact that we had to take
up responsibilities of all sorts for the defense of the nation that we ended up
learning what it was meant to be independent and the ideas of what being an
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adult meant. To that extent then, we did leave as men in spite of it all.
“Living on your own?” Kah Hao asked, his curiousity obviously piqued. “Where

at?”
“Oh,” Tiffany began as she unfolded a music stand in front of her. “I’m cur-

rently living in a rented apartment with a few other friends near the university. It’s
not as cheap as I would like, but I do save on the transport and internet costs.”

“Internet costs?” I asked, not quite sure what was it she meant.
“Yes, internet costs. The apartment is close enough to the campus that I can

easily receive the wireless signal on the campus grounds. This means that I can
just use the campus’ wirelss facilities to access the internet. And voila, no need
to subscribe to some really expensive internet connection scheme.”

I listened with interest at what Tiffany was saying. That did not make much
sense—even if the apartments were near the wireless points of the campus, the
distance of the said wireless points were probably far enough from the apart-
ments that it would make almost no sense to be trying to connect to them due
to the large probability of dropped packets from weak wireless signals. Unless
her university was. . .

“You’re studying at the Management University?”
“Bingo!” Tiffany replied with that familiar cheerful laugh. “Took you long

enough to figure that one out. Hold on, let me set this up first,” she said as
she unlocked the wooden case that held her yangqin.

“Allow me instead; isn’t it hard to move things this bulky in that dress of
yours?” Kah Hao asked as he put down his dizi and walked over to where Tiffany
was standing to carry out the yangqin. I had tried carrying out the yangqin from
its casing before, and I remembered that it was one bulky and rather heavy instru-
ment; since that time, I have not really offered to move nor extract the yangqin
from its casing. But then again, I was probably much scrawnier that time as
compared to now, and so there might have been any difference.

Tiffany smiled. “Still a charmer eh? It isn’t that bad actually, since this dress’
hemline is fairly long. If it were one of those mini-skirts, then I think I would
have a much bigger problem.” Tiffany laughed. “The stand for the yangqin is
over there,” she said as she pointed about five metres away.

Kah Hao lifted the yangqin out of its casing in an effortlessmanner and placed
it gently upon the stand that Tiffany had pointed out earlier, his toned muscles
seemingly relaxed even thought it was fairly obvious that he was using them to
move the bulky instrument. Momentarily, I started thinking about how weak I
must have seemed compared to him; after all, he was an infantry man while I
was only working as a clerk at the headquarters of a unit. Clearly he was the more
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physical type than I am, and I couldn’t really help it.
“You’re going to warm-up more or are you going to sit there and stare?” Tian

Kun’s voice suddenly boomed near my ear. In my excitement to see my old
friend, I had forgotten that Tian Kun was still around. No wait, that didn’t make
any sense—wasn’t he supposed to hop over to the other classroom to train the
junior dizi players?

“Yes, of course,” Tian Kun replied when I brought up my thoughts. “I’m just
about to do that now. See you folks in the main rehearsal.” I nodded at Tian Kun
as he made his way out of the rehearsal room and went over to the other class
room.

“Hey Heng Kar,” Kah Hao was talking to me again. “You want to try huanlege
again?”

“I’m not too sure about that though,” I answered truthfully. “It has been a
while since I last touched the dizi, let alone play that solo piece. . . ”

“Oh come one Heng Kar,” Tiffany joined in, “don’t be such a spoil sport! It
will be fine, I promise.”

I sighed. Tiffany had spoken and made her wishes known—the only thing to
do was to obey. Pushing aside my own misgivings, I stood up and walked to
where Kah Hao and Tiffany were, and we started playing huanlege together.

The main rehearsal ended on a good note. By the time Mr Ang was done
conducting us through the final piece of the day, I found that most of my skills
had returned, with minor discomfort from my fingers and lips for being inactive
for so long. All night long, the repertoire enchanted me through my very being,
the forgotten melodies and harmonies once again flowed through my soul like
a water through a sponge, they being absorbed and released in a form that can
best be described as that of pure joy.

The night ended too soon, and I found myself being ever more reluctant to
leave for the day in spite of knowing full well that there would always be a chance
to come back for more rehearsals in time to come. Tiffany, Kah Hao and I went
our separate ways after the rehearsal—I wanted to get home and take a good
long shower, followed by some much needed rest. The first week of college had
just ended, and within a few short hours, Sunday would arrive, and so would the
beginning of the next week. As I was boarding the bus towards my house, I had
a nagging feeling that there was something that I had forgotten to do. Try as I
might, I could not seem to recall what it was. Tired from my exertions, I started
napping on the bus the moment I found a seat.
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I woke up abruptly, and looked about. Thankfully, it was just my internal clock
telling me that it was almost time to disembark from the bus, and I heeded its
advice. Stumbling out of the bus in a stupour from being barely awake a few
moments before, I saw a tattooed couple sitting at the bus stop making out
passionately while two other people stared on at them from as far as they could
from the bus stop, yet without leaving the shelter completely. Then it hit me.

I had originally wanted to give Siew Wah a call to apologise to him about
what happened last night, but from the sleep in that morning to the homework
in the afternoon up through the rehearsal at night, I had been so inundated with
activities that I had cleanly forgotten about that.

‘So that’s what I was supposed to do,’ I thought to myself as I took the foot-
path towards the apartment. ‘I wonder how Siew Wah is doing. I don’t really want
to leave this hanging for so long—I’m not even sure how much have I offended
him, and if it were a great deal, I would really want to get it ironed out as soon
as it was possible.’

I carefully stepped over the drain that was found at the end of the footpath/
To date, I could never really figure out the design decision to put a drain right
where it was. I think that many years back, when it was first built, there were
some iron grills covering the top of the drain to prevent accidental falls into it,
but as the price of iron went up, thieves stole those grills to sell in the black
market for a tidy dollar or two. Usually I would be fine crossing them, but after
a fall or two, I have been more vigilant than ever. I made a mental note to send
some feedback to the town council to tell them that the iron grills were missing
again.

I took the elevator up to my floor and unlocked my gate and door with the key
in my pocket before entering it as part of the series of rote actions that I always
fell into when I was in the ‘going-home’ state. Usually my mind would be in a
blank, but this time, it was in overdrive.

‘How should I talk to Siew Wah?’ I thought to myself as I went into my room
and peeled off the soaked polo T-shirt that I was wearing. ‘I don’t really know
what had gone wrong, and I’m not even sure if what I might say may end up
making him even more offended.’

‘Ah screw this,’ I thought to myself when I was in the bathroom and under
the shower. I flipped the tap on and cold water rushed down through the shower
head on top of me like a waterfall once more. As the cold refreshing water ran
its way down my body, I could feel that while it was cleaning me up literally, it
was also refreshing my mind figuratively.

By the time I was done with my shower, I had known what to do.
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I picked up my cellphone from the study desk and looked for Siew Wah’s
number. As his number glowed on my screen, I was starting to have second
thoughts on the enterprise that I was about to embark on, but in the end it was
clear that I had to do it anyway to ensure that things were really okay between
the two of us.

I pushed the ‘call’ button and brought my cellphone up to my ear.
The rapid dial tone of the number was quickly replaced by the reassuring

ringing tone. One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.
“Hello, Heng. What’s up?” Siew Wah’s voice, and he didn’t sound too upset

or anything. That sounded like a good sign.
“Hey, are you doing alright? I’m sorry about last night. I don’t really know

what was wrong, but you seemed pretty upset about it. Once again, I didn’t
mean to offend you or anything. . . ”

“Woah, woah,” SiewWah interjected. “What are you talking about? I’m not up-
set about anything last night. Were you just being oversensitive or something?”

“You weren’t? I don’t quite get it,” I replied truthfully, “I thought you seemed
rather mad when I said that Melanie looked a little older than what she really
was—you said ‘it’s alright’ in a way that was not all right, and then the whole
awkward silence. . . ”

“Oh that,” Siew Wah said, his voice characteristics changing ever so subtly.
“It was nothing really. I’m not offended at what you have said or anything, it was
more of the ‘I am thinking about what you just said’ kind of feel. Clearly you
have not hung out with me for too long, Heng. You seem to have forgotten how
I usually react to things.”

“I suppose so. So you aren’t mad at what I said?”
“No, I’m not mad. Why would I be? It was the facts—Melanie does look a

little older than what she was letting on, but that was an observation that anyone
could have made, including myself. Why would I get mad over something like
that?”

I heaved a sigh of relief. Yet another misunderstanding cleared up. Things
were going well it seems.

“Is there anything else you’d want to talk to me about, or is this all that you
wanted to say at this time of the night?” Siew Wah asked.

“Actually, that was all I wanted to say. I didn’t really want last night’s awk-
wardness end up ruining our frienship and all. I mean, it has been a long time
since we last met up, so I didn’t really want to screw things up, accidentally or
not.”

I heard Siew Wah chuckle over the phone.
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“Why are you suddenly so sensitive to such things? You never seemed to
have worried about things like that before. Found a girl that got you all riled up
to show your sensitive side or something?”

“No! Of course not!” I retorted vehemently. “What made you think so?”
“Oh nothing,” Siew Wah said. I could almost picture him with the impish grin

of his, the one that he used when he wanted to hint that he knew more than what
he was letting on. “If there’s nothing else, then I’ll be hanging up. Melanie’s
waiting for me nearby—I have a date to take her supper.”

“Damn it Siew, why didn’t you tell me that earlier so that I could cut things
short?”

“Heh. It’s not a big deal. Alright, see you next time!”
“See you next time.” The line went dead.
I tossedmy cellphone aside and sprawled on tomy bed oncemore. I was tired

from the exertions of the day, but the combined effects of the cold shower and
the fact that whatever misunderstanding I had with my friend had been clarified
made me feel like doing anything but sleep.

But it was a Saturday night—Sunday was coming. The end of the first week
in college was near, and the start of the next is upon me. Even though I did not
really feel like sleeping, I lay there on the bed, staring at the ceiling, until my
heart rate and breathing slowed, and I slipped off into dream land for the night.



Chapter 4

Canon

The shrill cry of his alarm clock broke the silence of the dormitory once again at
the crack of dawn, and Kah Hao raised a lazy arm up from within his cozy blanket
to silence it once more with a smack on the snooze button. It was Wednesday,
day three of the first week of college. No longer as disoriented as he was two
days ago, Kah Hao sat up quickly and seemed to have fallen into a self-discipline
that was akin to what he had experienced as an infantry man back in CS. A fast
wash-up, a quick change of clothes, and he was already out of the room for his
early morning run.

Kah Hao took a deep breath. The morning air was particularly fresh on cam-
pus, for the twin reasons of it being early in the morning and thus less likely to
be polluted by the motor vehicle exhaust, and that the campus itself was rela-
tively out of the way of the heavy industry places and was surrounded by a lot of
greenery. All these contributions made it particularly refreshing at that time of
the morning.

It was the second time that Kah Hao did this early morning run. At first, he
had decided to make it a daily affair, but thought better of it after the first day of
college, where he was greeted by a pile of homework that needed time to work on.
Besides, he was no longer a soldier, a fact that he had to keep reminding himself,
and so his running was just to maintain his fitness, and not to train himself for
various physical exertions that were so common in the military.

Given his experience the last time of nearly getting knocked down by a fast
moving car whose driver he hadn’t managed to discvoer, Kah Haomade sure that
he was running on the pavement itself, as uncomfortable as it could have been.
Better to suffer a little discomfort here than to lose one’s life was the reasoning
that he had given himself to convince himself why he had to put up with such

43
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discomfort.
The last two days had been rather interesting. Moe and Linda seemed like

a strange pair for him to be hanging out with, but he found very quickly that
they were in reality, very interesting people in their own right. There was hardly
a moment of boredom with the two of them around, Linda with her slightly off-
kilter wackiness and a general knack of knowing where everything was, and Moe
with his perpetual ‘sleeping zombie’ look that he seemed to drag about during
all times of the day, which was as strange as could be because he was sleeping
all the time. Kah Hao couldn’t quite understand how someone could be so sleepy
all the time in spite of having much more sleep than anyone else.

Shrugging ever so slightly, Kah Hao continued on his run, this time paying
attention to the lovely greenery that he was presented with instead.

Seven o’clock. Perfect timing once again. Kah Hao was already at the can-
teen, which he had already known from the first day of classes to be open at this
time. Breakfast was a meal that Kah Hao always believed to be the most impor-
tant, since it was the first meal in nearly twelve hours that a body has to eat to
recover from the night. Couple that with the fact that Kah Hao had been running
earlier, it seemed of paramount importance to be replenishing his energy stores
with the tasty and delightful carbohydrates from the canteen.

Except that the tasty and delightful carbohydrates from the canteen this time
were yet another plate of soggy looking beehoon that was in reality, actually very
dry.

Kah Hao found back his airy spot from last time and sat down to devour
his meal. The rice-flour noodle struck his taste buds like eggs to rock as he
macerated his food carefully. He ate alone, half-expecting something strange to
happen. But by the time he had finished eating, it had been only he who had sat
there to eat. Feeling a little disappointed at not having his expectations met, Kah
Hao put away his cutlery into the designated collection bins nearby and made
his way back to his room on the second floor. To his surprise, Linda was already
standing there in front of him, all dressed up in yet another floral blouse and
black ankle-lengthed skirt.

“Woah,” Kah Hao said in a taken-aback kind of tone. “What are you doing
here?”

“Waiting for you so that we can get Moe up and go for class?” Linda said
matter-of-factly. After two days of hanging out with these two class mates of his,
nothing from Linda seemed to faze him much anymore.
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“Did you wait for long?” Kah Hao asked as he retrieved his key and unlocked
the door to the room.

“Not really. I knew that this was the rough time that you would be here.”
“You’ve been stalking me?” Kah Hao asked jokingly as he opened up the door

and stepped in.
“Actually, yes.”
“Well, that’s shocking,” Kah Hao said on instinct, knowing full well that stalking

actions were a part and parcel of what Linda did during her free time, which she
seemed to have a lot of. But then again, it was still only the first week of college,
to be fair.

Kah Hao flipped the light switch. Without warning, Linda leapt onto Moe’s
bed and came crashing down on his belly.

“Aaaaarghghghghghgh what the fuuuuuuck!” Moe screamed from his bed,
howling like some deranged animal.

Kah Hao just stood there and stared, his mouth agape. That action was com-
pletely unexpected, even for Linda. He wondered what was going to happen now.

Moe had instinctively rolled over to the side the moment he felt an additional
weight that was coming on top of him, but he didn’t seem to have moved fast
enough, because he found part of his arm pinned by Linda, who by this time, had
sat almost upright, looking almost as nonchalant as one could possibly be after
performing what was effectively a ‘suicide’ move.

Kah Hao regained his composure quickly. Linda looked as though she had
been there all along, and that it was completely normal to see her sitting onMoe’s
bed, even though his arm was partially pinned by her butt when she landed on
him.

“Hey Linda, I think you are sitting on his arm,” Kah Hao said as he grabbed
his class material from the study desk.

“Oh? I didn’t realise that,” Linda said somewhat innocently. That same non-
chalant face was starting to get on Kah Hao’s nerves.

By this time, Moe had recovered from his earlier state of being half-awake,
and was more than aware that his arm was somewhat painfully pinned down by
Linda.

“Get off my arm you nit wit!” Moe bellowed.
“Oh okay.” Linda replied in a creepily cheerful voice as she stood up from

the bed and walked over to Kah Hao’s side of the room and sat down on his bed
instead.

Moe shifted his arm about. It seemed to be alright in spite of having a fourty-
seven kilogramme girl dive-bombing on it, but he just rubbed where she landed
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on gently with his other hand just to be sure that nothing was truly damaged.
It was a strange sight though, Moe all dishevelled in his white undershirt and
boxers sitting up on his unkempt bed, caring about nothing in the world at that
point other than checking out on his arm to take stock of potential damage.

“You done with that arm yet?” Kah Hao asked. “Concepts of Mathematics is
happening soon.”

“Yeah, yeah. Wait a bit for me.” Moe quit fussing about his arm and chucked
his blankets aside and made his way to the bathroom, oblivious to the fact that
Linda was still in the room and he was still in his boxers. Not that Linda minded
though, it seemed. She was still sitting on Kah Hao’s bed, her head bobbing
to some silent tune that only she could hear. Kah Hao couldn’t help but steal
another glance at her. Then, feeling just a tad awkward for having sat there and
doing nothing but staring at Linda, Kah Hao attempted to strike up yet another
conversation with her.

“Hey Linda,” Kah Hao began. “How’re things?”
“Oh,” Linda stopped her bobbing and replied to Kah Hao. “Things are going

goooood. Just found a nice place for cheap dinner last night.”
“Cheap dinner? Like, cheaper than the stuff that the canteen has?”
“Yes, cheaper food than what the canteen offers.” To Kah Hao, that did not

sound the least bit convincing; food in the canteen was already heavily sub-
sidised, and to find food that was even cheaper than that sounded like a terribly
misguided joke, even by Linda’s standards.”

“I don’t believe,” Kah Hao said with a certain sense of finality and superiority.
“Canteen food is as cheap as it gets.”

“Ah, but what about free food?”
“Free food?” Kah Hao stopped for a moment to think. “There’s free food on

campus?”
“Of course there is!” Linda replied, somewhat indignant. “University is all

about free food! I’ve read up about them in the US before during high school,
but I was surprised that it was true even for here.”

Kah Hao looked at Linda in surprise. “Where does the free food come from?”
“Oh,” Linda began, her face beaming with contentment. “There are many

events that happen on campus from all the various schools, and many of these
events have ordered some food for refreshments. But more often than not, they
over cater for the crowd that is present, so they just release the remnants out
for anyone who cares to finish up! It’s not wastage, because they are going to
throw it out anyway if no one consumes them. And since there are a lot of grad
students here, there are also a lot of those graduate seminars, and they have a
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lot of food too. In fact, I have printed out a schedule of all the seminars for this
month itself!” She pulled out a crumply looking sheet of printed paper from her
backpack and thrust it into Kah Hao’s hands.

Kah Hao held the sheet of paper and started to read it, his curiosity piqued.
There was a table printed on the sheet, and there were locations of various class-
rooms and lecture rooms and seminar rooms identified, together with timings
for which the meetings where supposed to be occurring. And some of the meet-
ings were highlighted with a blue highlighter, presumably by Linda, since they
seemed to correspond to major meal times like lunch and dinner. Amongst the
highlighted events, there were also some that were highlighted in yellow. There
was clearly a colour scheme going on, and Kah Hao asked Linda what the signif-
icance was.

“Oh. No real significance. I started wth yellow highlighter, but ran out of ink,
so I switched to the blue one instead.”

Kah Hao groaned. Somuch for thinking that Linda had some ingenius scheme.
“Are you going to try and sustain yourself purely on the free food in this list?”

Kah Hao asked as he returned the time table back to Linda.
“Yep! That’s my intention! It is so much cheaper than going around trying to

look for cheap food only to be ripped off.”
“I heard cheap food,” Moe replied as he stepped out of the bathroom, some-

what better dressed than before. But then again, when all you were once wearing
was just a white undershirt and boxers, anything else would have made you look
better dressed. “What’s this thing about cheap food again?”

“Oh, Linda has this ridiculous time table with a lot of free food candidate
events highlighted out.”

“Really?”
“Yes she does.”
“Cool! Maybe we can go for these free food events just to see what is it like!”

Moe replied over his shoulder as he grabbed his book bag. “Why not do one later
this evening for dinner? Everyone is available at five, right? We can meet back
here and then head out to some of the free food events that Linda has.”

Kah Hao thought a little about Moe’s suggestion. On the one hand, he had
enoughmoney to actually eat decently over the course of the semester, but on the
other hand, the free food events sounded like it could be fun. Besides, it would
be a nice chance to learn more about Linda and Moe, since it was apparent that
the three of them would be hanging out together for a while.

“I suppose I could,” Kah Hao replied as he made his way out of the door.
Linda had gingerly leapt off Kah Hao’s bed and exited the door of the room.
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Moe grabbed his key from the key holder and locked up behind all of them.
“And now,” Moe said, his alertness obviously starting to decline after the furor

over the free food, “we head off to class. Which is at. . . ”
“Lecture hall seven. Do you even know where your classes are if we were not

going to the same ones as you?” Kah Hao asked as the trio headed down the
stairs.

“That’s a good question,” Moe seemed to reply in earnest. “It’s only day three,
so I can’t really give an answer to that.”

“You are so hopeless, Moe,” Kah Hao said as he shook his head.

With as little fanfare as they could muster, Kah Hao, Linda and Moe made
their way across the campus to lecture hall seven, where another harrowing lec-
ture on the concepts of mathematics with Professor James Sterling would occur.
They managed to get the same seats as they did on Monday, and promptly, Moe
started dozing off the moment his butt hit the chair.

Kah Hao pulled out his notebook from his backpack and pulled out a black
pen from his pencil case, opening his notebook to a fresh page to take notes for
the lecture. Linda was doing the same, but before the professor had begun, she
had already filled up the margins with doodles of all sorts.

Kah Hao sneaked a peek at what Linda had drawn and was taken aback
slightly, to say the least. It was not that her doodles were bad (they were sur-
prisingly good for cheap ballpoint pen work), but that the scenes that they were
portraying were rather disturbing. There was a common motif of a rabbit being
involved, and each time, the rabbit was doing something that was rather morbid
in character, like it was attempting to shoot itself in the head, or that it had hung
from a hangman’s noose and died, or it was being run over by a car or other
things that were just too nauseating to describe.

“Linda! What the heck are you doing?” Kah Hao hissed under his teeth.
“That’s good, but disturbing as hell!”

“Oh, you mean the doodles?”
“Yes, the doodles.” Linda shrugged. Professor Sterling had already entered

the lecture hall and was beginning yet another lecture on the topic. It was then
that Kah Hao noticed that familiar figure sitting roughly the same relative posi-
tion from him on Monday.

It did look like it could be Heng Kar. Kah Hao thought to himself that he
would try to contact that person on the way out to confirm if it was his old friend
from secondary school, the friend whom he sort of lost contact while they were
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all busy doing CS. While Kah Hao had never seen Heng Kar in class before back
in secondary school, he had seen enough of his back to know how he looked
like, particularly when he was performing solos in the front of the old chinese
orchestra from the community club. While he was a little unsure on Monday, his
confidence grew greatly on this day.

Kah Hao made a mental note to quickly approach the person before they all
ran off to Adamson Hall for their next class. He just had to know if it really were
Heng Kar. . .

“Concepts of Mathematics” ended soon enough, and as Professor Sterling
was wrapping up the lecture for the day, Kah Hao turned to his right and whis-
pered to Linda, who seemed to be much more awake than Moe.

“Hey, you guys go on ahead to Adamson Hall; I’ll catch you there. I want to
see if that dude sitting there was really Heng Kar.”

“Huh?” Linda replied in a somewhat confused manner. “Okay I guess?”
By then the students who were seated in the lecture hall were standing up

and were slowly making their way to the two exits at the base of the lecture hall,
in the attempt to move on to their next destination for yet more classes. Kah
Hao struggled against the tide of people and with more than a few ‘excuse mes’,
managed to get out of the lecture hall. And there, he waited for the Heng Kar
look-a-like to show up. He did not have to wait long.

“Heng Kar, is that you?” Kah Hao shouted a little over the din that people
were making. His target seemed to pause for a moment, as though trying to
listen carefully again.

“Heng Kar! Over here! I’m Kah Hao!” Kah Hao shouted once again.
This time, the effect was much larger. The person turned around and man-

aged to identify the source of the shouts, and as he started walking towards Kah
Hao, the latter knew that he had found who he was looking for.

“Kah Hao?” Heng Kar asked somewhat quizzically. “Is that really you? You
don’t look anything like the Kah Hao I used to know!”

“Hey, it’s me alright! How have you been!” Kah Hao replied ecstatically, hav-
ing been acknowledged by his friend from secondary school.

“Not too bad I think,” Heng Kar said. “Tell you what, I’ll catch up later with
you? Does dinner sound good to you?”

“Dinner?” Kah Hao thought. At the back of his mind, he distinctively remem-
bered that there was something going on in the evening that day, and he was
sure it wasn’t too long ago that the plans were made.
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“Oh! I know, you can meet outside my dorm room at around five this evening.
My friends and I are going on a free food run on campus for dinner; perhaps you
might want to join us? It’ll be fun!”

“Hm,” Heng Kar replied, looking thoughtful. “That does sound a little strange
but interesting nonetheless. Sure, I’ll be there! Where’s your room located
again?”

Kah Hao gave Heng Kar the address to his room in the dormitories. “Okay, I
need to run off for class now; what do you have next?”

“Oh I have nothing—free period.”
“Lucky you!”
“In a way. See you at five then!”
“See you at five!” Kah Hao answered Heng Kar one last time before running

towards Adamson Hall. If he ran fast enough, he ought to reach the lecture
theatre with about a minute to spare.

Kah Hao collapsed into the seat that Linda had reserved for him. Moe had,
as usual, started dozing off in the seat flanking the reserved seat. Wednesday,
and Moe was still in the semi-conscious state during class time. Linda had never
truly bothered about him, and by now Kah Hao knew better than to try to keep
Moe awake—besides, he had things to settle on his own.

“How?” Linda asked when Kah Hao seemed to have caught his braeth from
that sprint he made to Adamson Hall. Short and to the point—just the way ex-
pected from Linda.

“He is Heng Kar alright. He’ll be joining us for dinner this evening. I’ve told
him to meet outside my room.”

“Huh? He knows it’s going to be a free food run, right? It’s different from just
going to the canteen to get food.”

Kah Hao nodded. At least, he thought that Heng Kar would understand what
it meant for it to be a ‘free food run’. He crossed his fingers and was about to
make a reply when the lecturer began the sermon on the relation between matrix
multiplication and solving simultaneous linear equations.

Linda promptly went back to her doodling in the margins as she was taking
notes, while Moe had started to drool on the table as he was sleeping. Kah Hao
was trying to pay attention to the class, but time and time again, his mind kept
slipping back to Heng Kar and the old chinese orchestra that he practically had
grown up with.

Did Heng Kar continue going to the orchestra rehearsals during CS? Was
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Tiffany still there? Is Tian Kun still teaching the dizi folks? Is Mr Ang still the
conductor? Are there any new people coming in to support the dizi section if
Heng Kar did not continue going for the rehearsals? Many, many burning ques-
tions, but there were no answers, not at that time at least. Not until he met up
with Heng Kar and picked his brains for them. And then out of the blue, one
thought suddenly dominated his mind’s eye again.

Tiffany. Sweet, cool Tiffany.
As his pen took notes on the topics that were being lectured, he could feel

a soft breathing upon his neck, as though someone was standing very close to
him. There was a certain warmth and scent, and he knew that Tiffany was there.
She had always been close to him; they had done many duets together, and she
was always there to provide a listening ear or two when he chose to unload what
he was thinking about on her. It was a most amazing moment, he felt, when
they were talking together. At times, he felt as though the rest of the world were
non-existent, and throughout it all, there was only him and her.

No wait, hold on. Soft breathing on neck?
Kah Hao snapped out of his daydreaming to find the Linda had gone co-

matose and was leaning on his right shoulder, her face seemingly looking at
him, with every breath that she was taking directed straight at the right side of
his neck. It was apparent to him then that the entire class had gone very silent,
and he could feel the many pairs of eyes that were staring at him from all cor-
ners. A red hot blush bloomed from his neck up to his head, and he could feel
his temperature rising from sheer embarassment.

“Get. . . up Linda!” Kah Hao hissed under his breath fiercely at the knocked
out girl. “Everyone is staring at us and you are sound asleep!” Kah Hao shrugged
his right shoulder as forcefully as he dared to in the bid the jostle her awake. The
stares continued, and though it was probably only for a few short seconds, it felt
like an eternity to Kah Hao. Thankfully, he was probably tan enough to hide away
the fact he was blushing, but he knew from the hotness he was feeling that it was
not over yet.

“Hmmm?” Linda started mumbling drowsily. Kah Hao jerked his shoulder
a bit more, and Linda bolted back to an upright position as though she were
momentarily electrified by that bit of motion.

There was a slight awkward glance from the lecturer in the front before he
continued what he was trying to explain.

Never before in his life did Kah Hao ever experienced such intensive levels of
embarassment. He suddenly realised that he was in a tactically unsound position:
Moe, on his left, was perpetually asleep, and was thus a very obviously observable
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point. And now that Linda had fallen asleep on his shoulder, he, who had the
unbelievable luck to be sitting between his two sleepy friends, was going to be
standing out like a square peg in a round hole, in spite of the fact that till date,
he had done nothing wrong.

The class seemed to stretch for an eternity. Kah Hao tried his best to concen-
trate on the presented material, but ever so often Linda would come crashing on
his shoulder for a nap or two. After the first couple of times, the lecturer seemed
to be catching on to something and thus prudently decided to ignore that entire
section where Kah Hao, Linda and Moe were seated, and to instead focus on the
topics that he wanted to cover in the class.

“Get up you two,” Kah Hao said the moment the lecture was over. “Why the
heck are you two so sleepy all of a sudden?”

“Huh?” Linda yawned as she sat upright for the umpteenth time that hour.
“Did I fall asleep?”

“You did more than just fall asleep,” Kah Hao said, his face turning red even
from the recollection of what had happened. “You started sleeping on top of me
and got the whole class staring at us!”

“Did I?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, err, I’m sorry?” Linda said as she tried stifling yet another yawn.
“That didn’t make any sense. You were fine during Concepts of Mathematics,

so why are you all sleepy now? I thought it should be the other way around?”
“Oh I don’t know. . . ” Linda replied in a matter-of-fact manner, obviously more

awake now than before. “I was just tired.”
Kah Hao shook his head. Perhaps he could never understand this friend of

his.
“Anyway, it’s eleven. Lunch?”
“Yeah, we can do lunch somewhere,” Moe chimed in, surprisingly chipper for

once.
“Free food run?” Kah Hao asked.
“No free slots now,” Linda quickly replied, seemingly pulling out that piece

of information from memory of the time table that she had assembled together.
Kah Hao was suitably impressed.

“Then it is off to the canteen then.”
“Yeah, canteen.”

The state of the canteen at lunch time was vastly different from that of the
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morning. For one, the number of opened stalls was much greater than in the
morning, and thus the variety of food that was available was much higher. For
two, there were much more people in the canteen during the lunch period of
about eleven to two compared to the morning. While Kah Hao found that he was
alone when he came to breakfast, he faced a formidable wall of people when
it came to lunch. He had wanted to get lunch in the canteen on Monday after
matrix algebra class, but he had to report to the administrative offices to settle
some paperwork with regards to his scholarship, so he had grabbed something
from the vending machines then to stave off the hunger.

“Damn,” Moe ejaculated. “This is just nasty. Even being here at eleven doesn’t
seem to solve the problem of overcrowding. . . this is just ridiculous. I guess it’s
time for plan B.”

“Plan B?” Kah Hao asked, a little confused at what Moe was saying.
“Yeah. Let’s head to the cafe nearby for lunch. It has fewer people because

it is a little more out of the way, and also because it is a little pricier. Not a very
large mark-up, but I think it is worth every cent of it.”

“Is it that deli place round the corner on the far side of campus?”
“Yep, that’s what I’m talking about. Linda and I went there for lunch on Mon-

day, when you had to run off and do all that administrative crap.”
“So maybe that’s why she started scouting for free food, because you took

her to a pricey food place?”
“Hey, that’s not true!” Moe protested.
“Oh yes it is!” Linda suddenly chimed in. “It was totally the case!”
“No it isn’t!”
“Yes it is!”
“No it isn’t!”
“Yes it is!”
“Hey, hey, knock it out you guys,” Kah Hao interjected before the two of them

could continue. “We’ll try the deli. I’ve not been there before, so you two have to
take me there.”

“Okay. That sounds fair enough,” Moe said. “But I must say that the existence
of the place was discovered by Linda, not me.”

Kah Hao shrugged. It did not seem to matter who was it who found the place;
as long as lunch could be settled, it would be a good enough thing.

“Wait, hold on a second,” Moe started. “If you have not been there before,
how did you know that the place existed in the first place? It’s not as though that
you have been hanging out with other people, because as far as I can see it, you
have been hanging out with us most of the time. Unless you have been secretly
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hanging out with someone else that we don’t know about. Is it that Heng Kar guy
that you were talking about?”

Moe had a point of course. Kah Hao scratched his head a little before replying.
“I found it on the web site.”
“Oh?” Moe sounded somewhat incredulous as he followed Linda, who had

started to walk towards the deli that they were discussing about. “Which web
site is it again?”

“There’s that web site that reviews the local fare at the various college cam-
puses all over the world, collegefood.com I think. There was an entry on all the
food places on this campus, and I think I happened to chance upon the entry for
the deli. I think that it had a rating of four stars out of five as an overall grade,
but I think that is all that I can remember.”

“I still think that you have been hanging out with someone else that we have
not seen before; at least, it sounds more interesting than the fact that you looked
it up some crummy web site,” Moe replied with a grin in his face.

Kah Hao shrugged again. He saw no point to changeMoe’s concept; the latter
would be ribbing him about it the more he tried to deny.

Linda led the way with a dogged sense of purpose, a side of her that Kah Hao
had never seen before. She walked in a manner that suggested that the grounds
that they were on were her territory, and that she knew every single square metre
of its entire encompassment. One moment she would be in front of them along
a corridor, the next she would have dodged into a side corridor that was dimly lit,
only to appear on the other side of the building where the beginnings of the early
noon-time sun was occurring. Kah Hao was simply amazed at Linda’s sense of
direction—she navigated without any aids other than her own memories and her
explorations of the place during her own time, a feat that he found a little hard to
believe considering that he had done navigation exercises with compasses and
maps, and still he had gotten horribly lost more than once. Of course, there could
be a functional difference between navigating on a campus and the forest, but
eventually, everything was similar—the concrete jungle versus the natural jungle.
Navigation was navigation after all.

But then again, one thing about Linda puzzled Kah Hao to no end. She had
been with Moe and he since the first day of classes, and apart from the few
classes that they did not share with each other, they were mostly moving as a
group. And even when classes were over, they were still hanging out and doing
stuff. Yet somehow, Linda managed to find the time to do her own exploration.
The only logical conclusion that Kah Hao could draw was that Linda was doing
explorations on her own at night, when all of the campus was asleep and there
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was hardly anything around that could really stir. But that meant that she probably
did not have enough sleep at night then, which would really explain her sudden
narcolepsy every now and then. It was not as chronic as Moe, of course, but the
fact that it actually occurred remained.

It was a good fifteen minutes later when Linda finally stopped.
“What’s thematter? Why aren’t we continuing to go forward?” Kah Hao asked.
“I think I’m lost.”
“No way,” Kah Hao replied with an air of astonishment. “I thought you knew

the way!”
“I did. But I think we might have made a wrong turn somewhere on the way,

and so. . . I don’t really know where we are now.”
“Don’t worry,” Moe suddenly said. “I think I know where we are. First, let’s take

the left corridor. I think we should be reaching the deli in about five minutes.”
For once, Moe sounded much more intelligent than he seemed to be letting on
all these while.

“Oh, that’s right!” Linda quipped. “I can’t believe you remembered it, Moe!”
“What can I say?” Moe replied, his face smug from the useful bit of informa-

tion that he provided.
After a couple more minutes of roaming about, the trio finally arrived at the

deli that was “round the corner on the far side of campus”. It was an apt descrip-
tion though, and everything that everyone had said about the place was true.
Firstly, it was near the pathology department of the medical arts branch of the
college, and due to the presence of somewhat taboo things like the morgue and
dissection labs, it was hardly frequented by most of the college populace save
for the few brave souls and the students and staff of the pathology department
itself.

Kah Hao found out the second reason shortly after his order of a deli sandwich
and nachos was fulfilled.

“Oh. My. God. This food is actually delicious!” Kah Hao exclaimed in excite-
ment.

“Yes it is! It’s really good for a deli place.”
“But it is too pricey!” Linda complained.
“No it isn’t that pricey, stop complaining.”
“I wish there were free food available at this time of the day. . . but no one is

willing to host any seminars in the morning before lunch!”
Kah Hao could only nod in agreement. The food was delicious, but as Linda

said, there was a mark up on the price of the food. Couple that with the fact that
they had taken nearly twenty minutes to get there in the first place, it made the
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entire trip seem not so worth it in the economical context.
“Hey, at least we get seats, fresh air, and an unfettered view of campus.”
Kah Hao looked at where Moe was staring at and he could only agree with

what hte latter said. Due to the fact that the deli was located on the peripheries of
the campus, it was much closer to the rainforest than other parts of the campus
proper. Coupled with the fact that the campus was situated on a mildly sloping
hill/ridge of some sort, it gave a really nice view of the forest on one side and
the rest of the campus on the other. From their vantage point at the deli place,
the rest of the campus looked like some diorama constructed by an architecture
student trying to fulfill some class requirement—all the buildings looked like toy
buildings and the people seemed like ants. And the cars, they looked like some
of the matchbox cars that Kah Hao used to play when he was still young.

The food was consumed with great relish, and by the time they were done
eating, all three of them felt the coming of the siesta.

“Man, I feel sleepy,” Moe said out loud, to no one in particular.
Kah Hao was inclined to agree with Moe on that one, though he silently mut-

tered something about Moe being sleepy all the time. He wanted to talk to Linda,
but found that she had curled up in one of the rattan chairs and was sleeping
rather soundly herself.

“Wow, that was fast,” Moe said as he saw what Kah Hao was looking at. “I
swear she sleeps more than me now!”

“I doubt it.”
“Hey, I’m not always like that okay? Try dealing with jet lag from flying halfway

around the world and let me know how you managed to survive before you make
fun of me on this one?” Moe said with a mischevious grin in his face.

Kah Hao stretched himself in a bid to fight the temptations of the siesta. It
seemed to help a little because he found that his lungs seemed to gain more ca-
pacity, and the rush of fresh oxygen from the surroundings gave him the strength
he needed to be completely awake once again. Oncemore, CS training had come
into play as a life-saver.

Kah Hao looked at his watch.
“Damn guys, it’s almost quarter to one. Don’t we have classes at one?”
“Shit, you’re right! Multivariate calculus right? In Lecture hall. . . ten?”
“Yes, yes! Wake Linda up. I think we need to rush back. I think that lecture

hall ten is a little closer to us though, so we should be able to make it on time if
we leave right about now.”

Moe nodded his head in agreement. He went over to where Linda was curled
up and gave Kah Hao a strange satisfying grin.
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“Payback time.”
Before Kah Hao could yell out a warning, Moe had half-leapt into the rattan

chair with Linda in it. A loud shriek broke the tranquil silence before a loud thud
was heard. A short moment of silence prevailed before a string of curses came
loudly from Moe.

“God damn fucking bitch shit pissing cow horn moronic idiot fucktards! That
hurt like fuck!”

Kah Hao raised an eyebrow as he surveyed the carnage.
Moe was lying on the ground, wincing in obvious pain, clutching his gonads

and curled up on the ground, twitching. Linda was standing there, all alert, a
strange look on her face that suggested demonic possession more than anything
else. She was in a fighting stance, and her heavy breathing suggested that the
adrenaline had hit her really hard. There was hardly any response from her face
when Kah Hao called out to her and for a moment, Kah Hao was afraid and wary.
There seemed to be something wrong with Linda at that point.

Moe had struggled to stand up, helped by staff from the deli who had wit-
nessed what had happened. Kah Hao was struck dumb by what he had just
observed—Linda had somehow injured Moe in a very short amount of time when
he leapt onto her while she was sleeping.

Then suddenly, Linda blinked.
“What’s wrong? Why is Moe looking so pained?”
“You crazy bitch. . . you kneed my nuts and it fucking hurts!”
“I didn’t knee your nuts. . . ”
“Yes you did!” Moe was adamant.
Kah Hao stepped in to break up what was escalating into a very big and nasty

fight.
“Moe, you landed on her knee yourself. I saw the angle that you hit her with—

your legs parted just enough for her knee to go between them and hit you in the
nuts when you landed. Linda didn’t really do anything.”

“Fuck off dude. . . ” Moe said. It was clear that the pain was al that he was
caring about at that point in time and nothing else seemed to get into his brain,
not even logic of any sort.

“Come on, Linda, let’s go for class. Moe needs time to recover. . . ” Kah Hao
said as he half-dragged Linda with him, eager to remove her from the proximity
of Moe so that the latter could actually calm down first.

“But. . . ”
“No buts. Let’s go already!” This time, Kah Hao was more forceful in his grip

on her forearm.
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“Ouch, that hurts. . . ”
“Shush you,” Kah Hao said to her as they started to leave the deli place. “You

going to be okay Moe?”
“Fuck you and the horse you came on. . . ”
Kah Hao shrugged and hurriedly dragged Linda out of the way and towards

the lecture hall.

Even though it was only the second time that he had been to lecture hall
ten, Kah Hao seemed to have remembered its location well, for he managed
to get both Linda and himself into class with about one minute to spare. He
grabbed seats for both of them in the last row and tried to forget what he had
just observed. He hoped that Moe was all right, otherwise it would be a very
uncomfortable year ahead with such bad blood between him and Linda.

As the professor droned on about the cartesian coordinate system for the
multivariate derivative and partial derivatives, Kah Hao took notes absent-mindedly
while sneaking a peek at what Linda was writing. He wasn’t surprised to find that
she had been doodling in the margins of her book once again, with the same
material that he had already seen.

“Why do you keep drawing bunnies?” Kah Hao whispered to her as loudly as
he dared without triggering the notice of the professor.

“Because bunnies are so fun to draw. They are so. . . expressive?”
Kah Hao scratched his head with his free hand. He did not quite understand

what was it that Linda meant, but he let it slide. It was clear that Linda seemed
to be unaffected by the rift that she had somehow created between herself and
Moe, and again that uncomfortable feeling that he had from her was returning.
Seeing that she seemed to be doing fine, Kah Hao paid more attention to the
professor’s lecture.

“So, when we take the partial derivative with respect to some variable, say
‘x’,” the professor was saying, “we are effectively treating all other terms that are
independent of ‘x’ to be constants. This means that if we are taking the partial
derivative of say four x squared y with respect to x, then we are treating four y as
the constant, which also means that the partial derivative will just be eight x y,
which was what we expected.

“The interpretation of the partial derivative draws similarities from what we
have learnt back in basic calculus about the derivative. Put simply, the partial
derivative of a function g with respect to x is the rate of change of g when we
vary x while keeping all other variables of g constant. Put in the perspective of a
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cartesian interpretation of multivariate calculus, if we take the partial derivatives
with respect to each possible variable in the function, we are, in effect, computing
the form of the gradient of hyperplane that is tangential to that of the function
that we are studying. So, if we evaluate the partial derivative at a particular set
of coordinates, we are actually obtaining the gradient of the hyperplane tangent
to the function at that particular point.”

The lecture was getting dry and boring as time went by, and Kah Hao’s mind
started to wander once more. He wondered about Moe, unsure if he was mor-
tally wounded or has he recovered from the blow—he knew that sometimes, even
a soft blow to the testicular region could cause a rupture that required major
surgery to fix. The fact that Moe hadn’t come to the lecture was not very reas-
suring. He wondered about Linda, unsure of her true nature, worried about what
she might be able to do, scared of what she had done. And then he wondered
about Heng Kar and the evening dinner; he worried about how the earlier event
would affect the dynamics when they met up—he didn’t want to have Moe and
Linda at loggerheads while he was trying to catch up with Heng Kar as it would
be impossible to get either interaction well in that state.

Time was moving quickly once again, and the end of the lecture was at hand.
As people packed their notebooks and laptops into their backpacks to leave for
their next class, Kah Hao started talking to Linda once more.

“Do you think Moe is alright?”
“I dunno. . .maybe? I mean, I don’t think he was hurt that bad,” Linda said in

her almost usual dreamy way. “It was probably very painful, but I think he’ll be
fine.”

“I’m not sure about that till I’ve seen him though.” Kah Hao started explaining
about the risks of rupture and the like.

“Hm. Maybe let’s go look for him? Recitation for this afternoon has been
cancelled anyway.”

Kah Hao nodded. Linda had a point. Recitation for one of the Tuesday/Thursday
lecture was cancelled for the first week of classes, and they could use that time
to see if Moe was doing alright.

“I suppose we have to hurry then,” Kah Hao said. Linda nodded, and after a
frantic stuffing of their notebooks and pens into their bags, the two of them set
off for Kah Hao’s room.

“Hm, the blinds are closed,” Kah Hao said to himself as he opened the door
to his room that he had unlocked. “Maybe he is already back?”
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Kah Hao walked quietly into the room and motioned Linda to not make any
noise. He looked to his left and found Moe in bed, under the sheets.

“Hey Moe, you doing okay there?”
“Hurmuh?” Moe mumbled incoherently.
“Hey Moe. . . ” Kah Hao said as he gently shook Moe awake. “How are you

doing?”
“Murh. . . oh Heng Kar? Heng Kar! Yes what is it!” A sudden jerk and Moe was

sitting upright among the sheets again. Linda flicked the light switch and the
room was flooded with the bright sanitary white fluoroscent light.

Moe blinked his eyes hard, obviously not comfortable with the sudden intro-
duction of the bright light.

“I’m asking if you were okay.”
“Oh. That. Yeah, it was fine; the pain was gone after I rested for a while at

the deli. But that took me nearly twenty minutes of resting, and by that time, I
thought that it was really not worth the effort to get into class. So I came back
to get some sleep.”

“Are you still angry with Linda?”
“Huh? Me, angry with Linda?” Moe erupted in laughter. “Nah, it’s my fault for

trying to deliver payback. Shouldn’t have tried to jump on her that way, especially
when she was still sitting in a chair of all things. I should have expected that a
knee or some other hard body part be available for me to smash myself into and
feel the pain or something.”

Kah Hao looked at Moe quizzically, his mind drawing a blank. He could not
understand nor believe how Moe could be so cool with what was tentamount to a
grievous injury to a man. But then again, it was Moe who got injured, not he; he
had no right to decide how Moe should be reacting to anything. All he could do
was to try and mediate away any bad blood, otherwise it would be a really hard
year ahead.

“Oi, Linda, next time, don’t jump on me that way!” Moe called out to Linda,
who had taken ‘residence’ on Kah Hao’s bed once more, sitting there like some
lost angel sitting atop a snowy hilltop of bed sheets and blankets.

“Okay.” No apology from Linda. Just a simple okay. Kah Hao swore the more
that he hung out with those two, the less that he seemed to know about them.

“What time is it anyway?”
Kah Hao looked at his watch. “Three fifteen.”
“Hmm. . . I think I’m going to crash out till around five, when we are doing that

dinner free food thing with your other friend.”
“Don’t you need notes on the class that you have missed?”
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“I’ll get it from you later, when we are done with everything for the day. Thanks
for taking notes for me man, really appreciate it.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly take note for you per se. . . but you are welcome to borrow
mine to refer to.” Kah Hao shrugged.

“Linda!” Kah Hao started. “I’m going to work on homework for now, while
Moe is going for yet another ‘nap’. What are you going to do?”

“I can do homework.”
“I only have one desk.”
“I have a clip board. Don’t worry about it. Lend me your bed as a seat?”
“I don’t see a problem with that.”
“Okay, thanks.” Linda said before she pulled out a set of head phones from

her book bag and plugged them into her music player before placing the ear
buds in her ears. At the same time, she retrieved her clip board of loose leaf
paper and and the problem set from one of the classes and started to work on
them diligently.

Kah Hao shrugged. Everyone seemed to be in their happy place at the mo-
ment, and he thought that he ought to work on his homework too, in case the
dinner free food thing takes too long. Besides, it was probably a good idea to
be ahead in homework while he still can, before everything else in life started
catching up and making that an impossible task to achieve.

He walked to his study desk in the corner and turned on the incandescent
desk light. Pulling out his question set and writing materials from the backpack
he had chucked to the side of the table, he started working on the problem set
while Moe rested and Linda got lost in her world of music and homework.

Three loud knocks came from the door, jarring Kah Hao out of his homework
state of mind back into reality. He looked at his watch on the table—it was five
in the evening. ‘Damn,’ he thought. ‘That must be Heng Kar.’

A few quick strides later, Kah Hao had reached his room door and had un-
locked it with the key from the key holder. There, standing just at the corridor
outside of his dormitory room, was Heng Kar with his backpack of stuff for the
day.

“Heng Kar! You made it!”
“Hey Kah Hao! Long time no see!”
“Yes yes, long time no see! Come on in, we still need to get Moe to wake up.”
“Sure. Who’s Moe?”
“He’s my room mate.”
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Heng Kar stepped into the room, a little apprehensive when he saw Linda.
“Who is she?”

“Oh, that’s Linda. She’s one of my friends. Linda, remove your head phones,
Moe, get the hell up. Heng Kar is here!”

Linda seemed to have heard what Kah Hao had said and she promptly re-
moved her head phones.

“Oh, hello! I am Linda, do you want to go to the che suo?”
Heng Kar looked at Kah Hao confusedly. “Don’t mind her,” Kah Hao whispered

conspiratorically, “she’s just like that. Really harmless.”
“Most of the time.” Kah Hao added ater thinking about the afternoon’s inci-

dent.
Moe started sitting up in his bed for yet another time, rubbing his eyes as he

did so. He stretched himself to rid himself of the aura of sleep, and sounded a
sleepy sounding greeting.

“Hey Moe, hurry up and get changed. Dinner time, remember?”
“Oh yeah, that’s right. . . dinner time. Five o’clock right?”
“Yes, five o’clock. Now go get dressed and everything.”
“Okay, okay, I know. Let me get it sorted out. . . ” Moe replied as he got out of

bed and picked up his going-out clothes that were on the side of his bed.
“Heng, make yourself at home.”
“Uh, sure,” Heng Kar replied. “Where can I sit to wait?”
“Oh you can take my seat. Here,” Kah Hao said as he shifted his desk chair

towards Heng Kar, who gratefully sat down.
Linda had been quiet this whole while, but suddenly, she struck up a conver-

sation with Heng Kar.
“Hey, tell me about yourself.”
“Me?” Heng Kar replied. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself first?”
“Well, I asked you first, so you should reply first.”
“Uh, okay I suppose? What do you want to know?”
“How’d you meet Kah Hao again?”
“Oh, I knew him back in secondary school. He managed to convince me to

join a chinese orchestra that he was in back in some community club.”
“Community club? What’s a community club?”
“Well, that,” Heng Kar seemed to stall for a moment, seemingly searching for

the right answer. “It’s kind of like a normal country club for people, except this
one doesn’t have any form of membership restriction and is opened to anyone
who wants to use the facilities inside. But of course, the community clubs don’t
have the same kinds of facilities as the country clubs, but there are often different
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kinds of activities that one can engage in. And in our case, it was the chinese
orchestra.”

“Is it a musical organisation?”
“Yes, it is. We play traditional chinese music with traditional chinese musical

instruments.”
“Wow! What do you play?”
“Played. Kah Hao and I played the dizi back in the day, but since we did the

citizen soldiering programme, I haven’t been back to the orchestra in a while.”
“Neither have I though,” Kah Hao interjected. “I thought you had gone back

even during CS.”
“Nah,” Heng Kar replied. “I would love to, but it was really hard. There was

always so many things to do in the office.”
“Office? You were a clerk?”
“Yeah, a clerk. You?”
“Infantry man.”
“Oh wow. That must have sucked.”
“Yeah, a little. But at the very least, I got to train every day and maintain some

level of fitness. And staying in camp meant that I could save all the allowances
that they were giving because food and lodging were provided.”

“That does sound like a better deal than what I got. I think as clerks, we
got less of an allowance and yet we are burdened with more expenditures like
travelling and food. But let’s not talk about this,” Heng Kar said. “Where is it that
we are heading for the free food event again?”

“I haven’t a clue. We need to consult the Free Food Ninja for help,” Moe said
as he stepped out of the bathroom, all dressed for dinner.

“Free Food Ninja?” Heng Kar asked quizzically.
“That’d be Linda. She’s the one with the battle plan of where all the free food

events are located. Actually, she’s probably the sole reason why we are even
attempting this in the first place, right Linda?” Kah Hao said.

“Uh, I don’t know. Anyway, we should go to the computer science building—
there’s a graduate seminar that should be ending in about half an hour, and from
what I have heard, the food that they have is pretty good as dinner food.”

“I know where the computer science building is,” Heng Kar replied. “After
all, I’m studying computer science myself, and it’ll be quite silly if I didn’t know
where my own home department is located, right?”

“I didn’t know that you were taking computer science,” Kah Hao asked as
the four of them left the room. “I’ve always assumed that you might be doing
something more math-related.”



64 CHAPTER 4. CANON

“Well, computer science is rather math-related to a large degree, so I guess
you weren’t too far from the truth?”

Moe locked the room door behind them and the group trooped over to the
computer science building, with Heng Kar leading the way.

“So Heng,” Kah Hao began again, eager to hear from his long-lost friend,
“how are classes for you so far?”

“Oh they have been fine I suppose,” Heng Kar said as he kept on leading.
“Homework is streaming in, and to be honest, I think I’m still a little used to the
days that I spent working as a clerk in CS.”

“Ah yes! I have similar feelings too. I can’t seem to shake away the habits
that I have picked up while being an infantry man. It just seemed to weird if I
didn’t do my morning exercise routine, or if I tried to sleep in. Old habits do die
really hard.”

“Linda,” Heng Kar said. “I’ve told you about myself, but you haven’t told me
about yourself yet.”

“Oh look!” Linda said, suddenly stopping. “They moved the food tables out-
side. I think there might have been a change in the location or timing of the
seminar. The food looks intact. Let’s hang around till it is about five thirty before
we move in.” At that point in time, Linda sounded much more commanding than
her usual dopey self, as though she had turned into the generalissimo in charge
of the free food brigade, eyeing the target (the free food) and moving her assault
teams (everyone else) into the right position so as to maximise the successful
acquisition of the target. Kah Hao chuckled to himself as he thought about that.

“What’s so funny Kah Hao?” Moe asked, his sleepiness starting to show again
in his face.

“Oh nothing. I was just musing at how Linda became so alert and business-
like when it came to free food and how contrasting that was to her usual self.”

“Now that you have mentioned it, it does sound rather interesting,” Moe said
as he too chuckled quietly.

“Quiet!” Linda hissed. “We must wait quietly.”
“So Heng, you’ve not been back to the orchestra for the last couple of years?”
“Yeah pretty much. You haven’t either, right?”
“Yes. As a stay-in personnel, the off times that they give us don’t always

match nicely with the rehearsal timings, if you know what I mean.”
“I can totally understand. Even though my office was running on a five-day

work week, I foundmyself returning ever so often on Saturdays and even Sundays
just to deal with the excessive amounts of workload stemming from the fact that
there were only a few enlistees providing the administrative support. And when
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the unit had an exercise. . . that’s where I can forget about whatever holiday that
was around the corner; it was a sure thing that I had to be in the office throughout
the day.”

“Did you ever have to stay in though?”
“Nope, not really. Even if I had to, there was no place in the headquarters

for the clerks; I’d just pull up a jacket and sleep in my seat at my desk in front
of the computer. I’ve done that a couple of times before because of the various
exercises that needed a lot of administrative work done due to the large troop
movement, the enormous logistics issues. Urgh. I don’t really want to talk about
that. . . reminds me of the pile of stuff I had to handle. I’m so glad that I’ve long
since handed over to my successor and have gotten out of the place.”

“Don’t we all?” Kah Hao suddenly had a brain wave. “Are you free this Satur-
day?”

Heng Kar thought to himself for a moment. “What do you ahve in mind, Kah
Hao?”

“So, the idea is this. If you are free on Saturday, maybe we can go visit the
chinese orchestra at the community club again and join them in one night of
rehearsal or something?”

“That sounds like a great idea. But where are we going to get dizi to play?
Did you bring yours here?”

“No, I left mine at home somewhere in a box of things that I had to put away
during CS to make room for college, not knowing if I’d ever be using them again.
But I think I should be able to contact Tian Kun and arrange for him to have some
dizi for us to loan and play with. He has many dizi on hand, and I’m sure that
he would have a way to lend us some dizi so that we can join in the rehearsal. I
think I should still have his cellphone number somewhere though.”

Heng Kar listened to Kah Hao with a slight air of pensieveness, before nod-
ding his approval to the plan.

“So, what time do you want to meet, and where?”
“I was thinking six o’clock or something, not sure where though. We can

probably confirm that over instant messenger or something. You do have that
right, Mr Computer Wizard?”

Heng Kar winced visibly before rapidly recovering his composure.
“Yes, you should pass me the handle that I can contact you with.”
“Sure. Do you have a piece of paper or something that I can scribble in?”
“Do I? I have an entire bag full of writing material here. I don’t live in a dorm,

remember? So I have to lug everything around if I need them.”
“Okay okay, don’t fret.” Kah Hao replied as he wrote down his cellphone num-
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ber and instant messenger handle on the piece of paper that Heng Kar provided
him with.

“Oh wow,” Heng Kar suddenly said.
“What’s up?”
“Look at Linda and Moe.”
Kah Hao turned and looked to where Heng Kar was looking. There, in a corner

of the open area outside of the computer science building, Linda and Moe were
sitting at the wooden study bench nearby. Except sitting was probably not the
best way to describe what Kah Hao and Heng Kar had seen; it was probably more
appropriate to say that Linda and Moe were sitting at the study bench with their
heads on their hands, taking yet another nap.

“You have some strange friends, Kah Hao. How’d you know them anyway?”
“I honestly don’t know,” Kah Hao replied truthfully. “It was the first day of

school, and I was minding my own business when Linda suddenly approached
me and then followed me back to my dorm, and then she managed to get Moe
to respond to the things that she was saying, and since then, we three have been
hanging out together.”

“Did you know Moe before hand? I heard that we could choose our room
mates if we were staying in the dorms.”

“Nah, that’s a rumour. The choice thing is only applicable to the upperclass-
men who were still staying in the dormitories; all first years are assigned room
mates semi-randomly, depending in part on the preferences that everyone in-
terested in the dorms have handed in, and depending in part on what they have
on hand. I only had a decent enough conversation with Moe just two days ago—
each time returned to the room, he was either asleep, or sometimes, just plain
missing. In a way, I have to thank Linda for being able to connect with that room
mate of mine.”

“I see, I see.” Heng Kar said as he nodded his head. “You are lucky to stay
in the dorms.”

“Lucky? How so?”
“You are always so close to class. I need to take that train from my place all

the way here just to get to class each day.”
“Why didn’t you choose the dorm?”
“Nah. . . the thought of having to share a room with another person is a bit too

uncomfortable for me.”
“They have single rooms that you can apply for too, you know. . . ”
“But from what I’ve heard, those are almost impossible for anyone to get,

since upperclassmen have priorities when it comes to room assignment.”
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Kah Hao stroked his metaphorical beard and meditated on the issue.
“I suppose you have a point there.” Kah Hao took a quick glance at his watch.

“Hm. It is five thirty already—I think we should go wake up those two and try to
sneak in the ensuing throng of graduate students who would be released from
the seminar.”

Kah Hao took the initiative this time and walked quickly to where Moe and
Linda were sitting in a comatose state. He grabbed hold of Linda’s shoulders
and shook her a little.

“Hey Linda, wake up. . . five thirty. Free food time!”
“Hmm?” Linda sleepily replied before coming back to full consciousness.

Kah Hao did not stop to see if she had become fully alert and went on to wake
Moe up.

Within a few short moments, the two sleepy heads had finally been roused
to their natural level of alertness and the four of them stood in line in the newly
created queue of graduate students hungry for a meal after yet another gruelling
seminar session.
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Chapter 5

Routine

It has been three months since the start of classes in college, and things have
settled into a routine that I found most manageable. Every morning, I would
leave the house at about seven, catch the train at the train station, and take
it all the way to the West to get to college, and then spend about six to eight
hours there depending on the day and the classes that were happening on that
day, and then take the reverse trip back home, often reaching at around seven
to nine. All in all, it was no different from my secondary school days at Hilltop
High, since it was still a journey from the northern part of the island-country to
the western/south-western part. I had been used to it before, and now, I have
gotten used to it once again.

Ever so often, I hung out with Kah Hao and his two other friends, Linda and
Moe, even though I often found that Linda and Moe had very strange character-
istics and traits that, at times, make me feel a little uncomfortable, in spite of
Kah Hao’s reassurance that they were mostly harmless. Perhaps it was the fact
that the three of them were in the same department that made it a little easier
for them to click with each other better than with me, since I’m technically a
“foreigner” since I was in the computer science department.

Classes had been fun and challenging, but not as crazy as what SiewWah had,
it seems. I had been meeting up with Siew Wah once a month for dinner just to
keep up with what was going on with life in general, and so far after the drinking
session on the first Friday that school started, we had met a couple more times
since. Melanie and he seemed to be getting closer to each other, but during the
last dinner just a couple of weeks ago, there was a strange sense of discomfort
that I could feel that seemed to be emanating from the two of them. They were
not screaming at each other or otherwise ignoring each other, but there was just

69
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something that I could not quite place it. I had shrugged it off of course, since
it was an issue between Siew Wah and Melanie, and as an outsider, I really had
no right to comment or say anything.

I had asked Siew Wah to give me his instant messaging contact, but he had
been coy about it, saying something about hiding away from the Internet in gen-
eral and wanting to stay away from his computer because he was already sick
of having to deal with it every single day of his life, which I found to be rather
strange, since he had struck me as being the most geeky computer hacker that
I had ever known. That he had some how changed his demeanour towards com-
puters sort of mademe wonder if I would turn out like him; after all, I got involved
with computers and programming only because he was so enthusiastic about it.
But then again, it was very likely that the stress was getting to him and he just
wanted to be away from his core every once in a while just to keep things fresh.

I had been returning to the Chinese orchestra at the community club every
Saturday, and we were preparing for a mini-concert that was to occur the fol-
lowing month on a Saturday evening. I had tried to ask Kah Hao to turn up a
little more frequently for rehearsals, but he had always been rather busy with
school work and things related to that. It wasn’t too bad, actually, since during
the short three months that I had returned, a couple of the junior dizi players had
“graduated” into the big leagues and was playing along with the main orchestra
body, which greatly alleviated the reduced manpower for the dizi section. And of
course, there was Tiffany.

Tiffany. How could I forget about mentioning her?
Her yangqin skills had improved vastly since the last time I heard it a long,

long time ago. Already she was practising diligently two yangqin solo pieces for
the mini-concert, namely tuolajilaile or “Here Comes the Tractor” and shandan-
danhuakaihongyanyan, which can be loosely translated as “the blossoming of the
red flowers”. As she was practising during the earlier parts of the Saturday re-
hearsal while all the junior members were undergoing lessons by Mr Ang and the
other instructors, I found myself just sitting there doing absolutely nothing ex-
cept to take in the emotions that she was generating within me from her virtuoso
playing style. The melodies were heavenly when needed, and sounded aggres-
sive with great power when the piece called for that to occur. I was mesmerised
by her in every minute that I was there.

Needless to say, I was always very eager to turn up for rehearsals on Saturday,
since I got to do the things that I had always liked to do, but never did have the
chance to do them for a while.

But first, there was a Friday that I had to somehow live through first before
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Saturday would come.
Like always, I had gotten up at around half past six, and left the house at

seven in the morning, hopping onto the train that would be travelling towards
college. At that time of the day, the crowd was rather thin, but as I started ap-
proaching the westerly stations, the number of people started to increase, and
by the time I had to get off the train to get to college, the train was as packed as
could be. The people who were on the train at time varied considerably, but they
revolved a couple of groups of people, namely the students and the factory work-
ers. The west side of the island housed many factories in addition to a couple
of well-known schools, and so each morning was a near-mad commute from the
east side of the island to the west. When I was still studying in secondary school,
the crowd was not that bad, partially because the factories were mostly still un-
der construction or that I had left for school much earlier then because classes
began at eight while the flag raising ceremoney occurred at about nine o’clock.
During the four-ish years that I did not have to travel that far, many changes had
occurred to the West side, and thus, the journey became the way it was now.

A good forty-five minutes later, I had arrived at my disembarkation stop. Get-
ting off as quickly as I could through the crowd, I made my way to the footpath
next to the main road that would lead into the bus interchange that was co-
located with the train station. It would take me ten minutes to walk from the
station to the campus, but it was a walk that I relished in the morning, partially
because I was inspired by Kah Hao’s “keep fit” attitude, partially because of a
more practical reason: all the buses that left the bus interchange to the campus
would be perpetually flooded with students. It had always been the case for as
long as anyone could remember; the berths for the buses that went to campus
took up an entire wing of their own in the bus interchange, complete with long
guide railings that maximised the packing density of the line of people who were
waiting for the bus. And even then, the queue always spilled out of the wing
and into the common area that separated the two parts of the bus interchange,
which, of course, caused much grief to the other commuters who wanted to walk
through the bus interchange without being molested into a line that they did not
really want to queue in.

The walk down the footpath was also a time where I was truly alone and away
from people, and thus I had the luxury of ten minutes to think quietly to myself,
to not be distracted by anyone or anything since there were few who chose to
take up this somewhat physical way to get to classes. And this time, I took the
opportunity to explore what I felt was fast becoming a pressing issue: Tiffany.

At first it was very subtle. A long time ago, when I was still in secondary



72 CHAPTER 5. ROUTINE

school and when Kah Hao first introduced me to the chinese orchestra in the
community club, when I first met Tiffany, it felt as though she and I had some
sort of connection that I could not quite explain. It was a very subtle feeling—I
doubt that I actually knew what it was that time, and now, even though I was
reflecting about what had occurred, I wasn’t sure if it was what I thought it was.
Between the cooperations I had with her on the duets and the playful banter that
we often engaged in during the down times of the rehearsal, I could almost feel
that I had developed some feelings for her at some point in time.

But of course, being in secondary school and all meant that there was the
likelihood of having a typical “raging hormones” syndrome and was thus nothing
to be worried about. Actually, at that point in time, I distinctively remembered
that I had too much on my plate to handle, and that was probably the reason why
I did not feel about things related to these that strongly.

This time, for the past few months that I had been returning to the orchestra’s
rehearsal, I had started to feel something that was different. Maybe it was the
observation of Siew Wah and Melanie that prompted it, or maybe it was some-
thing latent within me that decided to manifest itself this time, or maybe it was
something completely irrational, it really didn’t matter: there was just something
different there. Ever so often, when I was not paying too much attention to what
I was doing, she would suddenly appear in my mind and dominate its thoughts
until I could literally peel myself away.

Tiffany. Her very image dominated my thoughts ever so often.
It was not as if it were an unpleasant thing altogether, but the fact that it was

starting to become a common occurrence and the fact that I was starting to feel
a little. . . out of place when I was talking to her that made me feel a little strange
on the inside.

I scratched my head with my left hand in mild frustration. Even though the
ten-minute walk was devoid of distractions, I still could not put the things in my
head in a coherent fashion. Now that I had already reached the campus, it was
time to temporarily push everything back to the rear of my mind and concentrate
on what was to come.

It was a Friday, and that meant that the time slot for Concepts of Mathe-
matics with Professor Sterling were replaced with recitations for the same class.
Unlike the lectures, the recitations were only fifty minutes long, and were led
by the teaching assistants instead. I was lucky to land a spot in the recitation
that shared the exact same starting time as that of the lecture, and this meant
that I did not really have to modify my routine in order to meet my schedule.
The not-so-good thing was that I found my teaching assistant to be a little of a
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scatterbrain.
One would think that a student who took up the job of a teaching assistant

would know his or her work well, but in the case of my TA (short for teaching as-
sistant), that was hardly the case. More often than not, she would confuse herself
with the terminology, like confusing a contrapositive proof from a contradiction
proof. Sometimes, she would misplace our homework, which meant that we had
to wait for the next recitation before we could receive them. And at other times,
the grading of the homework itself was inconsistent: an answer that was marked
correct in one person’s homework was marked incorrect in another person’s. But
she was not, by any means, a terrible TA—just a little scatterbrained of course.
That was endearing in its own regard, since it provided some humour when the
occasion arised in such stressful situations.

It proved to be a most welcome trait though, considering the fact that Kah
Hao and the rest of his merry band of three were not in the same recitation group
as I am, which meant that I was surrounded by people whom I did not know that
well, since I was probably the only computer science major surrounded by the
plethora of applied mathematics majors. Entertainment aside, this also meant
that I could pay a bit more attention to what the TA is saying, in spite of the fact
that she was confused with herself more than half the time.

The recitation class came and went very quickly, and soon it was time for
yet another lecture, this time something straight out of computer science. My
course load for this particular semester was rather lop-sided—there were a lot
more mathematics classes in it than computer science classes, and to a certain
degree, I was rather annoyed at that, since I fancied myself more as a computer
scientist than a mathematician per se. But then again, there were all the course
requirements that had to be met, and in spite of the fact that I had my As for the
GCE ‘A’-level examinations, I had been a little out of practice for slightly more
than two years; I was essentially taking the courses as a means of revising what
I had done.

I made my way to lecture hall seven, the same lecture hall as that of Con-
cepts of Mathematics, passing by people whom I did not recognise. As to the
few whom I had known from the computer science department, I gave them a
nod as we passed each other by. College did feel much more different than
in secondary school—everyone was always busy with their own schedules, and
schedules were as varied as the types of clothes and the hairstyles that people
wore. This contrasted heavily against the uniforms that we had to wear back in
junior college, as well as the pre-planned class schedules for each of the classes
that we had to belong to.
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I took my customary seat in the lecture hall, somewhere near the front, so as
to get a better view of the overhead projector and the lecturing professor. The
class was Basic Data Structures, which, to me, felt like an easy class since it was
rehashing all the things that I had done a long time ago as a part of training for
the competitions for competitive programmers. The singly linked list, the stack,
the queue, and all the other data structures seemed like good friends to me; I
had known them by heart and had used them all at one point or another. Today’s
lecture was on hash tables, a notoriously interesting but hard to get right topic.

“Good morning class, let us begin.” The lecturer began. He was Professor
Klaus Mayer, vice dean of the undergraduate division of the computer science
department. Klaus had a formidable presence—his voice boomed across the lec-
ture hall like a thunder that followed the lightning quick slides that he put up, and
he had the face of a man who was used to being respected. I had heard through
the rumour mill that some of the very few females in the computer science de-
partment had a crush on him, since he was, I quote “very manly”. But anyway, he
was the vice dean, and for this semester, was teaching the data structures class.
Apparently, the class was formerly taught in the Java programming language, but
due to some of the suggestions from the alumni, the programming language was
switched to Python, which I had not really used up till then.

“What is a hash table? That is a very important question that needs answer-
ing,” Klaus started, his voice echoing throughout the packed lecture hall. “A
hash table can be thought of as a short-cut to retrieving information that you
have stored—it works like an array in the sense that you can retrieve an item by
the index, yet it is not limited like an array by the size of the array.”

“But it differs from an array by more than just the difference in potential size.
Arrays are the simplest of all data structures that we can use, and they are so
simple that often, they do not handle anything that requires indexing using values
other than integers. Suppose we have this case where we wanted to store the
number of times that we had seen a particular word in a text document. What
would be one way of doing this?”

A student raised his hand and answered “how about linked lists?”
Klaus looked thoughtfully at the student and nodded his head slowly. “Yes,

you may use a linked list; that is definitely permissible. But what if I tell you
that we have at least one million unique words in the document? What if the
document were ten million words long, and not all distributed equally? What are
we facing then?”

Another hand, and another answer. “We’ll run into linear time in searching
the the linked list for each word and end up with big oh of m by n, where m is the
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number of unique words and n is the total number of words.”
“Yes, yes.” Klaus replied, nodding his head in enthusiasm. “This is precisely

the problem. When we use a linked list, we might end up having to traverse the
entire linked list to find the entry that we want to update the count for since it is
on the last element of the list. This scales up rather badly when the numbers get
larger.

“This is where hash tables come in. Hash tables basically guarantee constant
time to access any index within itself. The way to do this is to use a function
known as the ‘hash function’ that will take in the key and then produces an integer
of some sort that we can use to access an array for the value that is associated
with the key. Keys can be of any type: string, integer, floating point, it does not
really matter since at the end of the day, what we are looking for is the integer
that we get from the hash function. This will be where we put the value of the
item in the array.

“Of course, this scheme seems delightfully simple, yet there are some issues
that we need to address before we can actually use it. Any one has any ideas
what kinds of issues there are?”

I raised my hand to speak.
“Yes you please.”
“Hash functions will produce collisions for some set of keys.”
“Ah that’s right, that’s right!” Klaus said animatedly. “Collision—that is a

major problem with hash functions. In a way, collisions are impossible to run
away from if we were limited to designing a hash function that will work with any
data type—can anyone tell me why this is the case?”

“Pigeon-hole principle!” Someone from the rear of the room yelled.
Klaus looked towards the back, trying to find the speaker, before continuing.
“Yes, you are indeed correct! Pigeon-hole principle. The pigeon-hole princi-

ple states that if you n pigeons and k holes, where k is less than n, then there
will exist at least one hole which has more than one pigeon. Since we are talking
about a hash function that takes arbitrary data and maps them to the set of pos-
sible indexes on the array, by the pigeon-hole principle, collisions are imminent.
Very good!”

“But we still like hash tables because they give us constant time to look up.
Are there ways that we can solve this little problem of collision?”

The tirade went on and on throughout the lecture, but I was starting to feel
a little bored; after all, it was material that I had already known a long time ago.
Professor Mayer would go on to talk about linear probing, quadratic probing,
double-hashing, linear chaining and all the other ways of dealing with hash tables
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to make them usable even under the unavoidable issue of collisions. I yawned a
little and my mind started to drift off again.

This time, the image was clear and distinct. It was Tiffany, and she was stand-
ing in front of me, her soft dimpled face looking as sweet as always. Her eyes
were shining with a brilliance that I knew I had not seen before, and her hair
was fluttering gently in a breeze that I had no idea where it came from. I started
to reach out to her, but the further I reached out, the further she seemed to be,
until at last she faded away in a bright cloud-like dreaminess.

I woke up with a start. Professor Mayer was still going on with the lecture,
and the rest of the students did not seem to realise that I had gone off for a little
nap in the middle of class. Not that it would matter much anyway considering
everything.

The lecture ended soon enough and I found myself lounging about at the
library at its conclusion. The day was rather long and dreary if not for the fact
that I had met up with Kah Hao and his little gang of followers.

“Hey Heng! How’re you doing today?” Kah Hao said jovially as we met outside
the library.

“I’m beat. One recitation and one boring lecture, and now I feel like going
home.”

“Uh, that sucks,” Kah Hao said, with an air of sympathy. “You should have
stayed on campus in the dorms; there’re people to meet, and there’re always
things that you can do with folks when you are bored or something.” Kah Hao
had a point—he did seem as though he was having a lot of fun doing activities
with his dormitory mates while I skedaddled in and out of campus before and
after my lessons respectively.

“You do realise that dorms are not that cheap as compared to the travelling
expenses right?” I counter asked.

“I suppose. Maybe it’s a good thing that I lived much farther away than you,
since I can justify that it was more worthed to be staying on campus than at
home?” I shrugged. I was too tired to sustain any form of debate.

“Hello Heng Kar!” Linda said with her usual out-there look, while Moe lounged
around behind the group. He was probably the only person who looked more
tired than I am, and I wondered how much sleep he was getting. Based on Kah
Hao’s description, Moe slept much more than anyone else that we knew, but at
the same time, he was the most narcoleptic person we’ve ever seen. Moe was
known to sleep in class, while standing up, while eating and even while doing
homework. To me, that was just a weird thing to do. Actually, let me take that
back—Kah Hao’s group was a weird group altogether.
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First of course was the perpetually sleepy Moe. Next was the somewhat de-
ranged sounding Linda. I still remembered the first time that I was introduced
to her by Kah Hao—she had asked me if I wanted to use the bathroom or some-
thing weird like that. Kah Hao had told me that she was mostly harmless, and
that it was just her way of looking at things. He told me that her sketching skills
were actually quite good, and some time back I did have the opportunity to see
them for myself. I suppose that behind that idiot face that she was showing was
a savant who was squirrelled away from society, only to be shown when no one
was really watching nor caring too much.

“So, what are we up to now?” I asked the group.
“I don’t know. . . I’m sleepy. . . ” Moe replied with a yawn. “Maybe an afternoon

nap will be good?”
“You are always sleeping Moe!” Linda snapped back at him. “Try to stay

awake! Anyway, there’s a seminar that is ending in about ten minutes, and I’ve
heard that they are having some rather nice catered food too.”

Ah, right, I almost forgot. Linda was also the “free food ninja”, a term that Kah
Hao came up with the explain her amazing ability to marshall and herd forces
towards the consumption of free food all about campus. The first time that I had
dinner with Kah Hao and the rest was on a Wednesday in the first week of school.
I could remember that day well. . .

I had first met Kah Hao on that Wednesday after the first class that I had in
the morning. He had approached me first, shouting out my name over the din
that everyone else was making from all the chatter that they had. One thing led
to another and I soon found myself knocking at the door of this room—he had
given me the address at the same moment that he first looked me up from the
crowd. It took a while, but eventually the door opened, and I was greeted by an
enthusiastic Kah Hao.

“Heng Kar! You made it!”
“Hey Kah Hao! Long time no see!” I replied.
“Yes yes, long time no see! Come on in, we still need to get Moe to wake up.”
“Sure.” I was mildly confused. “Who’s Moe?”
“He’s my room mate.” Ah. That made much more sense now. So his room

mate was Moe.
I stepped into the room and saw a strange girl in a long skirt sitting cross-

legged on Kah Hao’s bed. She had a sort of vacant look about her as she sat there
with her head phones on, scribbling somewhat frantically on a stack of papers
that are attached to the clipboard she had. Somehow, I did not seem to get the
impression that Kah Hao would be interested in strange girls like that.
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“Who’s she?”
“Oh, that’s Linda. She’s one of my friends. Linda, remove your head phones,

Moe, get the hell up. Heng Kar is here!”
Linda seemed to have heard what Kah Hao had said as she promptly removed

her head phoneS and turned to me and smiled a vacant-looking smile.
“Oh, hello! I am Linda, do yo uwant to go to the che suo?”
I blinked hard. Did she just suggest that I might be interested in going to the

toilet of some sort? I looked at Kah Hao confusedly.
“Don’t mind her,” Kah Hao whispered conspiratorically, “she’s just like that.

Really harmless.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Most of the time,” Kah Hao added shortly after that.
At this point, Moe was stirring from his bed and he sat upright and rubbed his

eyes before stretching himself to rid himself of the lingering sleep before sound-
ing a sleepy greeting to me. I nodded in his general direction to acknowledge
it.

“Hey Moe, hurry up and get changed,” Kah Hao had said with a sense of
urgency, “dinner time, remember?”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. . . dinner time,” Moe said, suddenly much more awake
than before. “Five o’clock right?”

“Yes, five o’clock. Now go get dressed and everything.”
And there was more conversation after that, and soon I was leading them

back to the computer science building where, according to Kah Hao was from
Linda, there was graduate seminar of some sort which had extra catered food
lying around. We seemed to have gotten there a tad too early, because the food
was there, but there it was not ready for consumption yet, all sealed up in the
heated trays that the caterer had set up. Linda and Moe had gone hiding at one
of the nearby study benches and have fallen into a nap, and Kah Hao and I were
reminiscing about the days of our CS.

Soon though, it was five thirty in the evening and the graduate students were
starting to file out into a line to for the food. Linda, who by then was fully awake,
directed the operations like some field marshal, and within a very short period
of time, each of us had a nice pile of food on our disposable plates and have
retreated into a secluded corner to eat peacefully without having to enrage any of
the potential administrators who were lurking around, seemingly to guard against
food thieves such as us.

“Eh, Heng? Thinking about something again?”
I blinked my eyes and found myself back outside of the library where I was

having a conversation with Kah Hao and the rest.
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“Yeah pretty much. What were we talking about again?”
“Nothing yet. But you did mention that you were sort of sick and tired of the

lectures and wanted to take a break of sorts.”
“I did?” I didn’t remember saying that, but then again, I might have been

mistaken on that one. That does happen ever so often.
“Yes! You did!” Linda chimed, her face suddenly lighting up.
“Hey,” Moe suddenly said. “How about we play this game that just came up.”
“What game?” I asked.
“4evar Survivors or something like that,” Moe said, surprisingly awake also.

“It’s a computer game that is best played over a LAN with four people. First
person shooter. I think it got some pretty rad awards at some computer game
convention or something.”

“Oh I’ve heard of that one,” I replied, pleased at the fact that I could finally
say something that made sense to the group. “I think it is a zombie survival game
where up to four people need to cooperate and fight past hordes of zombies and
things like that to win. Am I right?”

“Uh huh, you got that one right, Heng Kar,” Moe replied. “We can go play that
for the rest of the afternoon since all of our classes would have ended by now,
right?”

Kah Hao nodded his head. “That sounds like an interesting idea. I’ve not
played that game before, but it sounds a little fun.”

“Zombies? We get to kill zombies?! I’m in! Let’s go!” Linda half-shouted as
she bounced off all the ceilings.

I hid my palm in my face. I seriously could not figure out what was going on
in Linda’s head at any point in time—it always seemed to be the case that she
was mostly creepy, then at some occasions suprisingly alert, before going back
to being creepy once more. “Is there a LAN shop nearby then?”

“Oh that one!” Linda replied surprisingly. “I know where it is! Just a short
walk from campus to somewhere between us and the train station. Come on, I’ll
lead you all!” And with that, she started walking purposefully in one direction.

“Stop standing there like a fool, let’s go!” Kah Hao said in a somewhat joking
manner as he half-dragged me along the direction that Linda was taking. Moe
made up the rear of our little band of virtual zombie killers.

The path that Linda took us through was the same one that I trudged on
every single day of my life for the past few months, the only difference was that
partway, she took the side path to detour to the row of shophouses that I always
managed to avoid since I had no real errands to run there. Linda was as sure
footed outside of the campus as she was inside, and that surprised me a great
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deal, since from Kah Hao’s descriptions, the three of them were almost always
together during waking hours—even he could not figure out how she managed
to scout around while being occupied most of the time. The only conclusion that
the two of us could draw was that somehow, Linda operated on much less sleep
than everyone else.

We soon arrived at the LAN shop. Moe led us to the counter and ordered up
four machines for all of us, paying the deposit upfront, and reminding us to pay
him back once things are done. Kah Hao and I nodded in agreement, but Linda
seemed to be lost somewhere out there in her head space again.

The entire afternoon was spent on the game, and we had a lot of fun, running
and gunning the zombies while trying to make from checkpoint to checkpoint.
But I was somewhat pleased at the end of the epic gaming session to go home,
for I had already had a long day that day.

I arrived home and got into my room, putting away my backpack of school
materials near my desk and removed the polo T-shirt that I was wearing before
heading into the shower. The cold rush of water removed all traces of fatigue
that I was feeling earlier and by the time I was drying myself off with a towel, I
had already felt much more refreshed than I was before. I cursed myself softly
for not switching on the computer before showering, but it was not a big deal—I
could wait for it to boot up. As the machine stirred to life, I lay on my back on
my bed and stared at the ceiling.

Life seemed quite empty to me. Here I was, lying on bed staring at the ceiling
at home, wondering about why I was just going to college and then coming home,
day in, day out, never really knowing what was it that I was working towards. I
didn’t have any problems with the studies so far since most things were mostly
review for me, yet I found very little joy in my life at that point in time.

Except when I was in the Chinese orchestra at the community club of course.
The Chinese orchestra. The salve for my seemingly empty life. While class

work was long, tedious and boring, the orchestra had a vibrancy and lightness
that drew me like a moth to the light. I loved computers, but I started to think
that perhaps I loved music more. And it seemed that I was happiest when I was
among the music.

‘That’s not true.’ A cold voice suddenly sounded in my head. ‘You know full
well that that is not the real reason.’

‘Go away,’ I thought in reply to the cold voice. ‘I don’t know what you are
talking about.’
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‘I’m sure you do,’ the voice continued. ‘It is not really the Chinese orchestra
that is keeping your sane, it is that One Person.’

‘Shut up,’ I told the voice. But I knew that what it said was true—it really
wasn’t the Chinese orchestra that was keeping me there.

It was Tiffany. Sweet, beautiful Tiffany. The more I looked at her, the happier
I felt, and each time I played music with her, it always felt as though the two of
us had a very special bond of some sort between us, something that no one and
nothing can ever take away.

And then suddenly, Kah Hao’s image burned fiercely in my mind’s eye.
I sat up with a jolt.
What was that about? Why was there suddenly an image of Kah Hao when I

was thinking about Tiffany?
‘Because you are jealous,’ the cold voice returned and said. ‘You are jealous

of the fact that Tiffany and Kah Hao appear to be fairly close with each other. You
are jealous that Kah Haomight be the better man and thus take away Tiffany from
you.’

‘Liar!’ I shouted out loud.
“Son, anything’s the problem?” My mom’s head popped into the doorway.
“Uh nothing ma, everything’s alright. . . ”
“Okay then, if you insist.” She shrugged her shoulders and went on with what

she was doing.
‘Heh,’ the cold voice was mocking me. ‘Admit it. You like Tiffany. You often

have some. . . fantasies that involve her. Don’t lie it. You can’t hide it fromme—I’m
you. You know that it is true.’

‘Shut up,’ I thought against the voice. ‘I don’t need you to tell me what I
know.’

‘And so the boy admits it,’ the voice laughed.
Then silence.
Tiffany.
Why must your vision haunt my every movement and every thought? And

more importantly, who are you to Kah Hao?

Saturday came like a dream, a dream in casket on a hearse of course. I slept
in, customary of the weekends, and was awakened by the bright sunshine into
my room. After so many months, I had figured out that it was my mother who
was sneaking in and opening the blinds at around ten o’clock so that the sun
would wake me up naturally. I had wanted to protest against her rather invasive
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manipulations, but the truth was it was probably a good idea anyway to wake up
before noon time, since I did have to do my homework and the like.

I had done my morning routine and had headed to the kitchen for breakfast.
“Finally awake?” My mother asked.
“Yeah. I’m having lunch and dinner at home. Need to do homework.”
“Oh? Okay, I’ll take note of that.”
“Thanks a lot, ma.” I said unconsciously as I tucked into the breakfast food

of bread with butter and jam, after which I went back to my room to work on
whatever homework that I had on hand.

As I was working on the problem set of Concepts of Mathematics, a thought
started to grow in my mind. Perhaps I should ask Tiffany out and tell her about
my feelings and see what she had in mind? But that sounded like a risky idea.
In the worst case, I reasoned, she might not even want to be friends with me if
she rejected me completely.

But then again, if I didn’t ask her, I would never know, and then I’d just be
shadow-boxing with myself till the cows come home, or till the day Tiffany ended
up with someone else, and of course by that time, it would be too late to do nor
say anything.

I pondered deeply, obviously being quite distracted from the problem set in
ways that wasn’t too hard to define. Feeling vexed, I stepped aside from my
homework and picked up my phone and started dialling.

The ring tone came up, and soon, a familiar voice was on the other end.
“Hey Siew Wah!”
“Hey Heng, what’s up? You’re calling me bright and early. . . got something you

wanna ask?”
I was a little taken aback. Had Siew Wah known something that I didn’t?
“Yeah, a little.”
“Okay, lemme guess—female trouble.”
“Well, not really trouble,” I hesitated, “but sort of related?”
“Uh-huh. Look, this cannot be done over phone. Let’s have an early dinner

somewhere and talk about it. You have rehearsals this evening right?”
“Yes, this evening. I think we can do an early dinner. Do you have anywhere

in mind?”
“There’s this new cafe at Sum Lum Mall that I’ve been meaning to try for a

while; I heard they serve nice set dinners. Maybe we can meet there at around
four thirty?”

I checked my watch—two o’clock. Sounded like it could work.
“Sure, I think it could work.”
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“Ah, great! See you there, then!” And the line was cut.
‘Oh? Advice from Siew Wah? What are you up to this time, eh?’ The voice

returned and mocked me yet another time.
‘Will you just shut up? I need to concentrate here.’
‘Heheh, right. “Concentrate” you say.’
I focused my thoughts on the voice and told it to leave me alone and surpris-

ingly, there was silence once more. I was about to sit back at my table when I
remembereed that I had told my mother that I was doing dinner at home.

‘I guess that’s not happening anymore,’ I thought to myself.
“Hey ma!” I shouted towards the kitchen where my mother was. “I’m not

doing dinner after all, meeting with Siew Wah instead.”
“Okay, don’t forget you have rehearsal in the evening at the community club!”
“Yes, yes, I won’t forget!”
And that was settled. Now, the only thing that I had to do was to work on the

problem set till it was time to make a move and head for the cafe that Siew Wah
was talking about at four thirty in the afternoon.

“Ho ho! So it’s your turn to be late now, eh?” Siew Wah said as I arrived at
the door step of Sum Lum Mall.

Reflexively, I took a quick glance at my watch. Four thirty exactly.
“No you fat liar,” I replied jokingly, “I’m on time.”
“Is that so? Well I thought I was late, and since you came later than me, it

was clear that you were later. But I suppose that it was mostly a misguess on my
part.”

“Where’s this cafe that you were referring to?” I asked as the both of us
stepped into the Mall.

“It’s on the third floor. They sell interesting fusion set dinners at an affordable
price. Usually the place would be packed with people, but since we are doing an
early dinner, the number of patrons that they are dealing with at this point in
time should be minimal.”

Siew Wah led the way up the maze of escalators. Ah Sum Lum Mall, it had
been a while since I last came to this place. I remembered the time where Siew
Wah dragged me here back while we were in secondary school so that he could
get the parts necessary for building the server that the competitive programming
team needed for training. It seemed like each time I revisited a place that I had
once been to before, I would be reminded by the nostalgia of the place time and
time again. But this time, it would be different—we weren’t going to be getting
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new computers and the like, but had something a little more serious to discuss,
something that I wanted an answer to before rehearsal that evening.

“Here it is,” Siew Wah declared as we stood outside a quaint looking shop
whose exterior seemed to be mimicking that of a rustic village house.

I looked at the shop front confusedly. That did not look like a place where
food was served.

“Are you sure this is the cafe? It looks so out of place.”
“Well, that’s the whole idea right? It is supposed to be a little rustic, since it

is trying to look like a fusion place. . . oh come on, le’ts just go in and try the food
already.”

Siew Wah stepped up to the waiter positioned nearest the door and motioned
the latter for a table for two. The waiter nodded and directed us towards the rear
of the shop, where a table for two had been set up in a quiet corner.

I took the seat facing the wall while Siew Wah took the seat at the wall, where
he could observe all that was happening around. He opened up a menu and
started to look for interesting food to try.

I opened up the menu on my desk and scanned the list of available dishes.
“Hm,” Siew Wah was saying as he was reading. “I think I can try the fusion

lamb chop set. It looks like it might actually taste good.”
I looked for the entry that Siew Wah was reading from and found it. The page

read:
“Fusion lamb chop set. A combination of Western lamb chops marinated

with a predominantly Chinese style served with Chinese leafy greens and sweet
onions. A must have for the intrepid gastronomist for the innately tangy flavour
which supplements the freshness of the lamb used.”

“That does sound good Siew. I think I will try that one too.” I said, looking
up from my menu.

“Oh? Okay then.” Siew Wah signalled for a waiter and one was promptly
dispatched to our table.

“Two sets of the fusion lamb chop set please, and give us some iced lemon
teas for our drinks.”

“Okay sir, let me repeat your order. Two fusion lamb chop sets with soup of
the day and iced lemon teas.” Siew Wah nodded. “Would you like to order desert
now, sir?”

“Heng?”
I shook my head.
“Not right now. Thank you very much.”
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The waiter nodded and moved off to get our drinks. I sat there and just stared
at Siew Wah until our glasses of iced lemon tea arrived.

“So,” Siew Wah said, breaking the silence. “What was it that you want to talk
to me about?”

“Well,” I hesitantly started, “there’s this girl that I think I might like. . . ”
“Ah ha! I guessed as much. But do go on. . . ”
“Yeah. There’s this girl that I think I might like, but I’m not sure if she likes

me or not. I want to find out if she likes me, but I don’t know how best to do it
without jeopardising the friendship that we have with each other now.”

I carefully watched Siew Wah after I finished the sentence.
“Hm. Okay,” Siew Wah said. “Lemme go on a limb and ask you this: how long

have you known her again?”
“A few years now. . . ”
“Ah ha! You must be talking about Tiffany, right?”
I blushed slightly and avoided Siew Wah’s eyes.
“Oh, so I have gotten it right, right? And if I’m not wrong, I think what you

really want to know is if she likes Kah Hao or not, right?”
I looked at Siew Wah, shock showing on my face as plain as day. How in the

blazes did he know that?!
“Oh don’t look that surprised,” Siew Wah said as he gave a light laugh. “It

was pretty clear since a few years back when you first laid eyes on her that you
had a crush on her. I could sense it, but then we were so involved in the whole
competitive programming thing that I think you just blocked it all out. I think also
it could be that everyone was young then, and all these things were not really on
our minds at that point in time.”

“That is a rather diplomatic way of saying it,” I replied, somewhat recovered
from my shock.

“Hey, skip the skepticism Heng. I’m just saying what I have seen that’s
all. . . you could always choose to not believe what I had said.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry about that,” I apologised. “So what do you think I
should do?”

“Well, lemme ask you. Have you seen Kah Hao and Tiffany going out anywhere
or anything like that?”

“Not that I know of. . . ”
“Have you seen Kah Hao and Tiffany trading those ‘lovers’ glances’ at each

other?”
“I don’t recall that happening. . . ”
“Have you ever seen Kah Hao and Tiffany holding hands?”
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“Not yet. . . ”
“Have you ever heard Kah Hao mentioning Tiffany out of her presence in a

way that sounds like he was interested in her in that way?”
I stopped to think about the last point that Siew Wah raised. I didn’t seem to

recall any incident where Kah Hao was explicitly gushing about her, but each time
hementioned her, it would appear that his eyes were suddenly much brighter and
he sounded much happier than what he was just moments before he mentioned
her.

“I don’t really know. He didn’t always gush about her, but he did seem kinda
happy when he did talk about her.”

“Okay, did Tiffany mention Kah Hao out of his presence in a way that sounds
like she was interested in him in that way?”

“Hmm,” I said, wondering carefully to myself. “I don’t ever recall seeing that
either.”

“Ookay,” Siew Wah said before sinking into what seemed to be a deep think-
ing process. “Listen carefully to what I have to say first before you jump to any
conclusions.”

“Uh, okay,” I replied in anticipation.
“Call me a skeptic but I think that you are not ready for this relationship.”
“What the. . . ”
“Hey, you promised to listen!”
“Right, sorry. . . ” I said sheepishly as I kept quiet once more.
“As I was saying, I think that you are not ready for this relationship. You don’t

seem to have a good sense of what Tiffany is looking for, or if there is anyone
else in the field, or if she might be interested in your other friend Kah Hao or
anything of that sort. You know absolutely nothing, from my few questions to you.
If you were to do something as silly as going up to her and telling her that you
liked her and asked if she liked you in return, you are going to be in so much
trouble for all the wrong reasons. I can’t tell you if Kah Hao is interested in her
or not, but what I can say is that you might just be infatuated with her at worst or
just have a crush on her at best. Don’t think too far about it and just wait it out
and try to understand what it is that she is looking for before you start declaring
anything. That is, of course, assuming that in the event that she is not really
interested in you that way, you’d still want to be friends with her.”

I was flabbergasted. Why on earth did Siew Wah have to be so blunt about
things?

“I don’t believe you.”
“I’m sure you don’t. This is your first ‘love’ I presume?”
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“Uh. . . yes?”
“Yeah. I can tell. You sound too idealistic and all, seemingly trapped in the

idea of a romance without even considering how the other party might react. I
strongly recommend that you do not do anything silly, and try to figure out what
it is she wants first before deciding to declare your ‘undying love’ for her.”

“Also,” Siew Wah continued, “I’m pretty sure that my words will fall on deaf
ears, but knowing that that is going to be the case is not going to stop me from
telling you what I think you ought to do. I mean, that is why you wanted to talk
to me, right?”

“I suppose. . . ” I said in a defeated sort of voice.
“Oh cheer up!” Siew Wah said. “I’m not saying that Tiffany is guaranteed to

not like you; I’m saying that it is too early to tell if she really does like you. You
might have known her since secondary school days, but you had missed out on
her life for two years while doing CS. Two years! Two years that she had spent
in college. Those two years can change a lot of things in a person. Maybe she
turned into some slutty whore, or maybe she is a prim and proper person. Or
maybe she already has a lover outside, or maybe she wants to be single all her
life. You have practically no idea what is going on in her head, and don’t start
telling me that you have been seeing her every Saturday during rehearsals over
the last few months, and therefore you know what is going on in her head. I’m
telling you, that’s not how it works.”

“Then what can I do?”
“Well, that’s tricky,” Siew Wah said before being interrupted by the arriving

food. “You want to see her in different social contexts, like her outside of the
rehearsals, doing stuff that she usually does but not necessarily in the rehearsals.
Maybe go for a meal with her or something; of course you two can go dutch, and
then ask her about things that you are interested to know, without sounding like
a complete moron by asking her silly direct questions. Make it subtle, but make
it such that you can interpret her answers to answer you own question about her
interest in you.”

Siew Wah picked up his steak knife and fork and started slicing through the
juicy lamb chop to get a slice to eat. I did the same while trying to digest the
words that Siew Wah just tossed at me like an overloaded cheesecloth; it was
plentiful and hard to swallow.

“Cheer up Heng, no need to be so glum. Actually, I’m kinda proud of you, you
know?”

“What?” I said in shock. “Why the heck are you proud of me?”
“Because you have finally decided to be interested in the opposite sex.”
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“Don’t tell me that you thought I was gay to begin with!”
“Nah, I knew you weren’t gay,” Siew Wah said in between chews, and impish

grin forming on the side of his mouth. “I was just wondering when you would
start to look beyond computers and music and start to see the world for what it
really is.”

“Eh, Siew, don’t think that you had a few girlfriends before I did gives you the
license to make fun of me at my expense. . . ”

“Oh no no no, of course not! Don’t be so negative Heng, take things in stride.
The more you date, the more you will learn how things work, and frankly, that
would probably do you a lot of good. Of course, that also means that I don’t get
to listen to all those juicy gossips that you have to offer to me!”

I reached over the table and mockingly bunched Siew in the arm.
“Hey! No fair! Eat first, we can fight later!”
“Who’s going to waste time fighting you, you oaf?” I said with as straight a

face as I could.

Dinner was settled eventually and after bidding Siew Wah farewell and thank-
ing him for his advice, I found myself walking along alone again.

‘So Siew Wah told you to not do anything rash yet eh? What you going to do
now, you casanova?’ The voice in my head was talking again.

‘You, shut up. Leave me alone!’
‘Make me. . . I’m interested to see how long you can push me aside..’
I fumed at myself. Why was I having a malevolent-sounding voice in my head

while others had thoughts of pretty rainbows and unicorns instead?
‘Because you need me.’ The voice replied mockingly.
‘I said, shut up!’
‘Heh,’ the voice replied. ‘Make me!’
With great effort, I tried thinking about my homework, and thus drowining out

the unwanted invasion of the cold voice in my head. It was almost time for the
rehearsal and I started to make my way to the community club, wondering if I
should actually take up Siew Wah’s advice or follow my own gut reaction.



Chapter 6

Sonata

Before he had realised it, a month had passed since he enrolled into college. Kah
Hao had already gotten used to the dormitory lifestyle, at least for the semester,
with his consistent near-daily run, followed by the various lectures all over the
campus, and then the free food runs with Moe and Linda. Even though it was only
a physical month that had passed, Kah Hao had the strange feeling as though he
were in college for far much longer than that. Perhaps it was related to the fact
that he was on campus at all hours, and there was literally no down time where
he would be uninvolved with the activities that were occurring on campus. Time
had a strange way of creeping up on to people.

“Get up you lazy bum. How many times do I have to keep waking you up in
the morning, Moe? I’m not your mother you know. . . ” Kah Hao half yelled at the
comatose Moe, on yet another typical Friday morning. Linda had already arrived
at the dorm room, and she was sitting on Kah Hao’s bed watching the one-sided
exchange with disinterest.

“Well,” Moe slurred as he stirred awake. “Maybe one more time?”
“Get up before I get Linda pounce on you.”
“No fucking way dude!” The effect was near instantenous as Moe suddenly

sprang up from bed, his arms in a fighting stance, as though he were ready to
start fighting anyone who was foolish enough to throw himself or herself at him.

“Oh, you’re finally up! Now, hurry up, let’s go.”
“What time is it again?”
“Definitely not nine—it’s about ten thirty actually. Remember that we have

Matrix Algebra at eleven?” Fridays for the trio were a little different than on
Mondays and Wednesdays; for one they didn’t have Concepts of Mathematics
lectures in the morning, and for two, they had recitations for that particular class
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instead, to be led by a teaching assistant or TA who was a part of the course staff.
Kah Hao wasn’t sure if it was dumb luck or misfortune that all three of them were
in the same recitation class under the same TA, but there wasn’t really much to
worry about anyway, considering everything.

“No shit!” Moe started cussing as he grabbed his toiletries from the side of
his bed and entered into the common bathroom to prepare for classes.

Kah Hao, satisfied that he had successfully roused his sleepy room mate
yet again, walked back to his chair at the study desk and started sorting out
the things that he layed strewed all over the desk while he was working on the
problem set that was due at the recitation on the day itself. It was not that he was
into doing things at the last minute, but that hte problem set was sufficiently large
that he could only do it piecewise and scrape through only at the very last minute.
But he didn’t seem to be the worst of the lot—among his three friends (Linda, Moe
and Heng Kar), he was considered to tie with Heng Kar as the fastest problem
set solver, with Moe being notorious in forgetting of the honework’s existence till
the last possible moment. Linda was fairly hardworking, always using whatever
free moment she had to work on the problem set, but she wasn’t as skilled as
either Kah Hao or Heng Kar, and would often be falling a little behind the two.
But on Thursday evenings, she and Moe would consult Kah Hao to check on their
answers to discover what was it that they hadn’t gotten correct. Sometimes, Heng
Kar would join in the sudy session, but more often than not, Heng Kar would not
be available since he didn’t live in the dorms and the study sessions would last
late into the night, a condition that Heng Kar had already stated earlier that he
simply couldn’t abide with because the lateness of the event meant that he had
no public transport home.

Kah Hao started to absent-mindedly put his papers into his back pack.
“Do we have anything else that is due today?” Linda asked out of the blue in

her usual out-there voice.
“Huh?” Kah Hao’s trance was temporarily broken as he wondered about what

she said. “I don’t think so. The matrix homework is going to be due only next
week right?”

“Yeah, I thought so too. Just wanted to be sure,” Linda answered matter-
of-factly before nodding at him. Kah Hao shrugged and continued stuffing his
various homework fragments together before stapling them and chucking the
whole chunk into his back pack.

“Hey, Moe, are you done yet? It’s nine fifty now!”
“Yeah! About done!” Moe said as he walked out of the bathroom, his hair

already neatly combed, his toiletries put aside. “Just need to put on some of
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those going-out clothes.”
“Geez. I thought you’d bring it in and get it all sorted out at once. . . ” I replied,

somewhat disgusted. “Linda is here after all. . . ”
“Oh I don’t mind it at all,” Linda said with a strange creepifying smile. “It’s

not as though Moe is going to remove his boxers or something. I’ve a couple
of little brothers back at home and I was in charge of changing them when they
were little—there’s probably nothing that I haven’t seen before.”

“You heard that, Kah Hao? Linda doesn’t mind at all,” Moe cheekily replied.
“I don’t care. She might not mind, but I sure as hell do. Hurry up and change

in the bathroom please.”
Moe chuckled to himself as he went back into the bathroom for a second

time and came out of it dressed in clothes there were fit for going to class in.
There was an unspoken dress code for lectures which prevented people from
turning up in their pyjamas or clothes that were best worn at home, like the boy
shorts type of pants that some of the girls liked to wear. Actually, the rules were
pretty specific on what was disallowed, but no one was really enforcing it to the
extent that people would get into trouble. But as far as Kah Hao was concerned,
he didn’t really care about the rules, but the fact that he would be hanging out
with these two the whole day and the last thing that he wanted was an additional
notoriety that he didn’t need.

All throughout the campus, the three of them had been given various titles
and names, including the “free food crusaders”, the “sleeper agents”, or even
“the three crazy ones”. Kah Hao didn’t really like those titles, but in the end, they
did sound sort of interesting and cute since they were fairly descriptive for two
of the three members, Moe with his perpetual narcoleptic tendencies and Linda
with her Tourette’s inspired outbursts of randomness. Cute the names may be,
but Kah Hao didn’t really wanted any more.

The three friends filed out of the dorm room and Kah Hao locked up behind
them after switching off the lights.

“Well, that’s that. Off to Adamson Hall we go!” Kah Hao said to no one in
particular as the other two had mechanically started walking in the direction of
the lecture theatre that they were supposed to be at.

As Kah Hao was walking towards the lecture theatre, his mind was reliving
some of the more recent events, including the time where he first asked Tiffany
out on a week day evening for dinner somewhere near the city at a restaurant that
he heard was of decent reputation and well within the budget of a hungry college
student. That night was particularly magical, and it felt as though he had learnt
much more about Tiffany that night than all the years that he had known her. It
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was a cordial night, and it was obvious that the both of them had enjoyed their
time together a lot, but other than that, nothing ridiculous nor scandal worthy
happened.

‘Not that anyone would know,’ Kah Hao thought to himself.
Soon, the trio had arrived at Adamson Hall, and as usual, they made it with

only a few seconds to get seated before the lecturer entered and started the
day’s lecture.

“Man, that was one helluva long lecture,” Moe said as he stretched himself
from his seat at the conclusion of the Matrix Algebra lecture.

“You really have no right to say that Moe. . . you were asleep most of the time!”
Kah Hao replied indignantly as he packed his stationery away.

“I did? How come I don’t seem to recall it at all?” Moe replied with an
innocent look about his face.

Kah Hao sighed. One whole month of getting used to the time zone and
schedule, and Moe was still sleeping soundly in class and everywhere else on a
daily basis, seemingly without caring about what was going on.

“Tell me again, how do you manage to get your homework done even though
you sleep through class, sleep out of class, and that I have never seen you sitting
at your desk doing your homework?”

“Oh,” Moe replied. “I’m a really nocturnal person. When I’m working on my
homework, you’re already asleep, so you don’t get to see me do it.”

Kah Hao shook his head before turning his attention to Linda.
“Are we doing lunch now, Linda?”
“Hm,” Linda replied out of her dazed look. “There’s free food in the computer

science building right about now if you want. . . ”
“I don’t know if we want to do more free food raids. I’ve been doing free food

raids for nearly a month now, and I’m starting to crave for more normal food from
the canteens or delis or anything that is not free food,” Kah Hao complained. “I
mean, it’s not as though we have no money to eat any kind of food other than
those that are free right?”

“Well, I think Kah Hao is right,” Moe said. “I love free food, but even I am
starting to find it rather lacking in allure these days. Can we eat somewhere
where it is actually decent and not have to play the cat and mouse game with the
administrators who are trying in vain to prevent their food from being pilfered by
the likes of us?”

“Oh.” Linda seemed disappointed. “We can try that Indian cafe place on the
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other side of campus.”
“India Garden?” Kah Hao asked.
“Yeah, that one,” Linda clarified. “India Garden sells some ‘authentic’ South

Indian dishes, or so they claim. I think people are finding the food palatable, but
they are not super impressed with what they were eating. Still,” Linda paused for
a bit before continuing, “I think that they are rather low priced, so maybe we can
go there and try it out?”

Moe nodded in agreement. “I’ve not eaten any Indian cuisine for quite a
while—all that sandwich and salad is making me crave for something with a little
more. . . piquancy, if you know what I mean.”

“Then it is settled,” Kah Hao added. “Let’s head off to India Garden then. But
where is it again?”

“Oh,” Linda said. “That would be near the school of engineering. I can lead
the way.”

“Is this going to be like the time you led us to the pathology department?”
“I don’t think so, the school of engineering is much closer to us than pathol-

ogy department is. And the engineering department has a lot of seminars that
are during our class time—good for snacks in between classes while I’m moving
from class to class.”

Moe chuckled to himself. “You never fail to astound us there, Linda. Lead
on!”

With Linda in the lead, Moe and Kah Hao followed behind her like ducklings
following the mother duck, and they traversed the campus grounds again in what
seemed like a random fashion, dodging from one corridor to the next and cross-
ing random roads that seeme to appear from nowhere. Kah Hao noted that this
time, at least they weren’t close to being lost, because he had been to the school
of engineering once, and had some vague idea of how the route there might be
like, and so far, Linda hadn’t make any mistakes yet.

Moe seemed like a walking zombie as he followed the other two. It was as
though he alone had mastered the secret art of sleeping anywhere, be it in static
position or in dynamic motion. Kah Hao never ceased to be amazed at how
Moe seemed to capitalise on each and every occasion to sleep. He wondered if
Moe was suffering from some strange medical condition that was, at that point,
undiagnosed.

A few short minutes later, Kah Hao found himself in much more familiar
ground.

“The school of engineering at last!”
“Huh? Oh yeah, that’s right. This is the school of engineering.”
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“How’d you know, Moe? I thought that you were always asleep. . . how would
you recognise this place?” Kah Hao challenged.

“That’s easy,” Moe replied with yet another of those grins. “It’s written on the
side of the building!”

Kah Hao looked skeptically in the direction that Moe was pointing. Sure
enough, with the precision of a CNC rapid prototypingmachine, the words “School
of Engineering” were carved into the side of an all concrete building with the
sheer seriousness of the place unmistakable from the angular cuts that the carv-
ing had. Kah Hao started wondering how he could have missed such an obvious
label on the landmark the last time he was there.

“I’ve not seen that one before!”
“I’m sure you have. When was the last time you came to this place?”
“A few days back?”
“Yeah, but do you remember what was happening?”
“Oh!” Kah Haos said, suddenly realising something. “It was raining heavily!”
“Exactly! That’s why you couldn’t see it.” Moe laughed again.
“Quiet!” Linda suddenly hissed. “We are near the location where the free

food is.”
“Uh Linda,” Kah Hao started. “I thought we were going for India Garden?

Why is there free food?”
“Wait, we are going to India Garden? I thought we were heading to the sem-

inar for the school of engineering. . . ”
Kah Hao slapped his forehead with his right palm. Once around the fish bowl.
“No Linda, India Garden. All of us were sick of free food (not sure about you).”
“Really?”
“Yes really,” Moe chimed in as he winked at Kah Hao. “I explicitly said that

even I was sick of eating so much free food.”
“Oh, oh! Okay then! India Garden is this way.” Linda said, her demeanour

switching from a stern commander into that of a sophomoric cheer leader.
Kah Hao raised an eyebrow. “Loco,” Moe mouthed as he winked again.
“Stop winking at me Moe,” Kah Hao hissed back as they followed Linda to-

wards India Garden.
The trio didn’t have to walk any longer though, since India Garden was the

first food place that they met on the first floor of the school of engineering. As to
who was the architect or planner who thought that putting a food place directly
in the academic building, no one really knew, but no one truly complained, since
it meant that in cases where there was inclement weather, the inhabitants of the
school of eningeering building needn’t have to leave their abode to search for
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sustenance. It probably helped that India Garden, was as what almost everyone
said, provided food that was a little on the cheap side, while not sacrificing much
of the quality.

“Thre please,” Kah Hao said to the waiter at the door.
“Come on in then,” the waiter replied with a heavy South Indian accent. The

three of them followed instructions and soon found themselves seated next to
the window that overlooked the path that they had just taken to get there.

“Here is the menu, and today’s special curry is mutton curry. If you have any
questions, just look for me and I’ll try to explain things to you,” the waiter said,
once more in a strong accent, before bowing with his palms together and walking
away.

“I didn’t know they hired Indian nationals here to serve food,” Kah Hao said
once the waiter was sort of out of ear shot.

“Yes they do, that’s why they can provide cheaper food, since the pay for these
foreign workers are much lower than the rest,” Linda said softly but in a rather
animated manner.

“Oh, you sound like you have a problem with that,” Moe said.
“Of cource I have a problem with that!” Linda seemed more agitated than

before. “The working conditions of these foreign workers might be decent, but
their living conditions are often full of problems. For example, most of these
foreign workers live in container dormitories that are at least three times worset
than the student dormitories that we are living in. I think it is not fair for the
bosses to just hire help and doing things that slash operating costs without con-
sidering the well fare of the people that you have hired. These foreign workers
are still human after all, so why don’t they have the same rights as everyone else
to live in a decent and safe dormitory?”

Kah Hao and Moe sat there, speechless at Linda’s tirade, shocked that that
she had such strong view on what was essentially a socio-political issue. It was
not that they hadn’t hear her speak before, but to hear her speak about something
that was non-trivial while at the same time providing some of her well-reasoned
arguments, now that was something that was wholly new to the two of them.

“Uh, let’s order the special curry for today and add some vegetables for
starters?” Moe said, trying to break up the sudden silence that befell the ta-
ble.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Kah Hao said, eager to dissipate the awk-
wardness. “Linda, what else do you think is good to add to the menu. . . oh,” Kah
Hao suddenly said, “and no foetuses for you!”

“Huh, no foetuses? Then what should I be eating?” Linda studied the menu
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thoughtfully. “I know! Naan bread to go with the curry, and we can probably add
some of the meat ball dishes to what we have. Oh and rice for everyone!”

“Sounds like a good idea, Linda!” Moe said, smiling at Kah Hao and mouthing
the words “told you so”.

“I think we should have enough food for the three of us. Kah Hao, any last
orders from you?”

“Nope.”
“Is mango lassi good for everyone?”
“It’s fine for me,” Linda said. “Same,” Kah Hao chimed.
“Well, I suppose that’s settled then. Waiter! We are ready for our order,” Moe

said.
Kah Hao looked at Moe in interest. It was as though it was a different Moe

that he was looking at. Gone were the tiredness that Moe was always exuding,
and there was this freshness about his character that made him seem as though
he was actually an active person who enjoyed lots of outdoor activities and the
like. It was strange though; the more he hung out with Moe and Linda, the more
he started to discover that they weren’t like what they seemed to be. There was
something strange and wonderfully different in their personalities that just wasn’t
showing in their daily encounters and that fascinated him to no end.

“Yes,” the waiter appeared next to the table that the three friends were at.
“Have you all decided what you might want for food?”

Moe proceeded to list out the orders while the waiter took notes before re-
peating them for confirmation and then bowing before heading to the kitchen to
pass on the order to get it sorted out by the cooks.

“I must say that I’m impressed!” Kah Hao said to Moe.
“Impressed?” Moe repeated, confused. “At what?”
“The fact that you could actually talk to the waiter and get our order settled

without falling asleep or something silly like that.”
“Okay, now you are just being mean. . . ”
“No no no. . . I mean it! I’ve never really seen you deal with people outside the

three of us before.”
“Okay. . . ” Moe replied skeptically. “Anyway, wake me up when the food ar-

rives.”
Kah Hao slapped his forehead with his palm again. It seemed like the leopard

never changes its spots after all.

It was evening soon enough, and Kah Hao had been working on his homework
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for the last two hours. Lunch at India Garden was satisfying and fairly affordable,
and the classes after that were quickly dealt with, and now he was in his room
working on his assignments alone. Moe and Linda had to go for some meeting
with another group of people for a class that they were taking that he didn’t, and
so he had the whole room to himself to work in peace for the evening.

Kah Hao was rather impatient, excited really. In just another hour, he would
be making his way down to the Management University near the city to pick up
Tiffany for their dinner date. Well, he wasn’t sure if it were truly a dinner date per
se, but it was sharing enough characteristics that he thought it would be weird
if he called it anything else.

Kah Hao put down his pen and stopped working on the problem set that he
was looking into and started to day dream.

Tiffany. Sweet, sweet Tiffany.
He had known her for a very long time, ever since they were just children in

primary school. She had started looking fairly attractive even at a young age,
but as she matured, she had turned from a fairly attractive lass into a completely
blossomed maiden that oozed sexiness from her every pore and dimple. And
when she smiled, it was as though the stars would stop their twinkling for that
instant, for her smile out shined all of the stars combined.

He had lost contact with her during the couple of years where he was in CS,
but since that day that he and Heng Kar decided to visit the chinese orchestra
at the community club, he had managed to get her number, and since that day,
he had been in contact with her on and off over the phone. He could always use
the computer to talk to her, particularly over instant messenger, but it was rather
impersonal and somewhat inconvenient, since he wasn’t that fast a typist, and in
his room were two rather dormant imps who, Kah Hao knew, would rib him to the
end of time if they had known that he was talking with her. It was not so much
that it was a secret but that it was something strange enough that Moe or Linda
would give a spin to it that was so preposterous that it would be hard to extricate
himself from the ensuing mess.

He hadn’t been back to the orchestra for a while since that Saturday nearly
four weeks ago. The work load was fast catching up with him, and Kah Hao found
that to dedicate that five to six hours per week for chinese orchestra rehearsal
was just too much for him. From his last conversation with Tiffany, it seemed
that Heng Kar had been turning up for rehearsals fairly frequently since then.
Kah Hao heaved a sigh of relief; at least Tian Kun didn’t have to worry about not
having enough dizi players to support the backbone of the orchestra.

Unable to contain his excitement, Kah Hao gave up on working on his home-
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work and went to the wardrobe to choose his clothes for the dinner that evening.
He mulled over his choices, and pulled up a pastel pink Valentino long-sleeved
collar shirt and a pair of black dress pants, one of the few that he had brought
from home to deal with the presentations or anything that required something
a little more formal than T-shirt and jeans. Putting his selection on his bed,
he grabbed his showering things and went into the shower stall in the shared
bathroom, careful to close and lock the two connecting doors behind him.

The shower head stood towering above him attached to the wall, a strange
off-white colour from its many years of service. Kah Hao was assured by the
housekeeping team that it was regularly cleaned, but he was still mostly skeptical
about their claims. But then again, it was a little worse back when he was an
infantry man in CS, since the shower heads there were maintained by his fellow
platoon mates and not some housekeeping unit that they had in the college
dormitories.

He flipped the tap and a rush of cold water burst through the shower head in a
pattern similar to that of the flower petals of a sunflower, and he felt the onrush of
cold rapidly shocking him awake. He stood there for a minute or two, soaking up
the cold, just like in his CS days. Kah Hao wasn’t a fan of cold showers, but after
two years of surviving on nothing but cold showers, he had grown to appreciate
the properties of cold showers that a warm or even hot one did not have. He had
learnt that his body was much more relaxed after a cold shower than a warm one,
and that he could think much better after an icy cold shower.

Feeling that he had sufficiently assimilated the cold, Kah Hao proceeded to
wash himself clean before turning off the tap to dry himself thoroughly before
changing into his going out clothes.

The clothes were a snug fit on his mildly toned body from the two years of
training. It was not altogether uncomfortable, but then again it wasn’t the most
comfortable set of clothes that he had to wear. He put on a fresh pair of dark
socks and slipped into his black leather shoes. After combing his hair and check-
ing to make sure that he was in a decent state of attire, Kah Hao switched off the
lights in the room before exiting and locking his door behind him with his room
key.

Kah Hao walked towards the train stattion, where there was a direct train to-
wards the station closest to the Management University. It would take him about
fifteen minutes to walk to the station, since his dormitory was a little deeper into
the campus compound; it took five minutes to walk to the entrance, followed
by another ten minutes to get to the station. The fifteen-minute walk was fairly
uneventful, as Kah Hao was focused on getting to the station in as short a time
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as possible. It was nearly seven by the time he reached the train station, and
Kah Hao knew that he was in good time. Another thirty minutes later, he found
himself standing at the train station just outside of the Management University.

At this point, Kah Hao found his heart rate increasing inexplicably. There was
a feeling of butterflies in his stomach, and he found that he was perspiring a
little; probably from the semi-rushed state that he was in when he tried to reach
the Management University in as short a time as possible, or more likely from
the fact that he was meeting Tiffany.

Kah Hao checked out his watch. Seven forty in the evening. He was in good
time. He double-checked the location that he was in—he was at the entrance of
the central square nearest to the train station.

Seven forty-five. Five minutes had passed. Kah Hao looked at his watch in
disbelief. To him, it had felt as though a good twenty minutes had passed instead
of the paltry five that he saw from his watch. Perhaps his watch was slow—that
couldn’t be the case since its battery was recently changed and the time recently
synchronised with the local time. At least now, Kah Hao’s heart rate had returned
to normal, and the butterfly feelings in his stomach were mostly gone, and he had
calmed down substantially in the evening cool, and his perspiration was starting
to evaporate off.

Seven fifty-five. Ten more minutes have passed since. Kah Hao felt much
more relaxed now than before, even standing while leaning against one of the
pillars which supported one gate for the entrance. Kah Hao was unsure if he was
trying to feel cool, or if his legs were starting to give way now that the time for
their meeting was getting closer and closer.

Eight o’clock. In an almost clockwork action, Kah Hao looked up from his
watch and saw a silhouette walking from the other side of the square, with a
familiar bob in each step. As it drew close, Kah Hao realised what it was he was
seeing.

It was Tiffany. His Tiffany. No wait, it wasn’t his Tiffany yet, but it would soon
be. If things went well that night. She was dressed in one of her stylish little black
dresses, a bustier with a black rose pattern on the left side of her bosom, her
bare shoulders wrapped in a cashmere-like shawl. Her hair was let loose and it
waved ever so seductively in the soft evening breeze under the rapidly dimming
light. Her brown eyes seemed to twinkle as they reflected the street lamps’ lights.
Her steps were graceful, elegant, almost as though an angel were treading upon
the earth instead of a mortal woman.

Kah Hao stood there, trying his hardest not to stare at her, all the while acting
as cool as he could. He was sure that he was failing quite miserably in that regard,
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but his bravado allowed him to temporarily feign ignorance about that side of his
at that moment.

Tiffany seemed to have seen where Kah Hao was, and her footsteps seemed
to increase a little in pace as she walked towards him. A few steps later, she was
in full view of Kah Hao, standing no more than a metre in front of him.

“Hey Kah Hao, did you wait long?” Those long eye lashes batted at him, as
though trying to say something else.

“Hey Tiffany, I’ve arrived only a little earlier than you, so no problem there,”
Kah Hao said, in his best cool-sounding voice. He wasn’t sure why he had to do
it that way, but that was how it seemed to turn out, or at least, in his mind.

“That’s great, shall we head on for dinner?”
“Absolutely. I think you were suggesting this steak place nearby?”
“Arlington’s? Yes, I was talking about that one,” Tiffany said as she uncon-

sciously moved a little closer to Kah Hao as if the breeze was making her feeling
cold in spite of the shawl. “That place has really nice steak at a very affordable
price, at least, it is affordable for poor college folks like you and I.” She chuckled
politely.

Kah Hao chuckled at her little joke, very much aware of the fact that she was
standing much closer to him now than before. Trying his luck, Kah Hao slipped
his right hand behind Tiffany and gently pushed her along the small of her back.
Much to his surprise, she didn’t seem to resist; on the contrary, it seemed as
though she was welcoming the move, like as if she had completely expected that
to happen.

His right hand on the small of Tiffany’s back, guiding her, the two of them
walked close towards Arlington’s Restaurant, one of the many restaurants in the
the Arlington’s chain specialising in value for money steaks. Kah Hao’s heart
was beating a little on the fast side—it was a gamble that he was playing when
he slid his hand to the small of her back to guide her. He wasn’t expecting it
to be that successful, and now he was feeling rather elated at the new level of
closeness that he felt with Tiffany. In his mind, it was as though Tiffany had
tacitly agreed to his advances, and that alone was enough to send Kah Hao’s
mind into an overdrive, but he silently checked himself—better to take it easy
and slow and not jeopardise anything. Everything had their place and time, and
now that he was a little sure about his current status with Tiffany, Kah Hao knew
that he could probably proceed on to the next step, but only with great caution
and preparation.

“The evening breeze seems to be a bit stronger than usual today,” Tiffany
said as she huddled closer towards Kah Hao. “Mmm. . . you are rather warm, Kah
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Hao,” she said as she tucked herself closer to Kah Hao.
‘Keep calm and stay cool,’ Kah Hao mentally warned himself. ‘Let’s get to

Arlington’s first and take things slowly from there.’
“Yes it is a little chilly tonight. Thankfully Arlington’s is indoors—we should

get quite toasty there.”
“Mmm. . . I’m looking forward to that,” Tiffany said as the two of them made

their way to the restaurant, half-huddled against each other.
She was looking forward to the dinner! Kah Hao’s mind started racing all over

the place—it was much much better than he had expected.
The walk from the square outside of Management University to Arlington’s

Restaurant would normally take fifteen minutes, but given that Tiffany and Kah
Hao were almost half-huddling against each other and seemingly enjoying the
physical closeness, it took them nearly half an hour before they arrived at the
restaurant.

Tiffany unbundled herself from Kah Hao and he gently shifted his arm such
that his hand was still on her small of her back and guiding her, but the rest of
his arm wasn’t wrapping her in anyway to keep her warm. She seemed to not
mind that move and the two of them were seated quickly by the maitre d’.

Their seat was in a quiet corner of the restaurant, away from the potentially
noisy family corners, with a single soft glow from the candle on the table and the
highly diffused hanging light overhead. It was a really quiet little spot, both in
its muted aesthetics and the physical properties, an ideal location for two young
people who seemed to be enjoying more of each other’s company by the minute.

“Mmm, we made it!” Tiffany said, smiling at Kah Hao, her two dimples show-
ing.

“Yes we did!” Kah Hao returned the smile, his heart skipping a beat or two.
It was a strange feeling for him—he had seen Tiffany smile at him many times
prior, but this time, it was the first time that her smile was giving him a reaction
that was completely unexpected.

The waiter assigned to their table stood smartly at the side, his uniform
crinkle-free. He set out the menus for Tiffany and Kah Hao before bowing slightly
and stepping away from the table.

“I like this place a lot,” Tiffany began as she scanned her copy of the menu.
“The food is nice, the price great, ambience excellent and the service is plain
wonderful.”

Kah Hao nodded in response. “It really does seem like a great place for
dinner. We should have come here last time.”

“Ah,” Tiffany said gently, “if we did that, then there will be no where else
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special to go, right?”
Kah Hao’s heart skipped a beat for the second time that night. ‘There’ll be no

where else special to go?’ Why did Tiffany make a statement like that? Kah Hao
tried to mentally list down the possibilities, but they were not coming to him as
quickly as he wanted; all he drew was a blank.

Kah Hao nodded a little dumbly. Tiffany chuckled knowingly.
Did she know something that he didn’t? Kah Hao wondered to himself. Or

was it something else altogether. . .
“I think I’ll get an eight ounce rib eye, medium rare. Sounds like it might be

of the right amount for me. What do you think, Kah Hao?”
“Hm, that sounds just about right. I’m kind of hungry, so maybe a twelve

ounce rib eye, rare for me,” Kah Hao replied while looking at his menu. It wasn’t
often that he ate steak, but he had learnt from experience that anything less than
ten ouces for him was insufficient to keep him satiated.

“Ah, I never knew you liked rare steaks.”
“I don’t eat much of it, but a friend of mine recommendedme to try the steaks

rare. It did taste much better than the first time I ate it though.”
“Oh? How was it done the first time?”
“Well done.”
“Ah hahahahaha. . . ” Tiffany laughed. “It must’ve been a terrible experience.”
“It was,” Kah Hao continued. “It wasn’t rubbery yet, but it didn’t taste as

appetising as what everyone seemed to be making it out to be.”
“True, true,” Tiffany nodded. “I’ve tried steak well done before, and hon-

estly found that that particular cooking style imparted a strange after flavour
to the meat that was rather unappetising. Almost as though I were eating some
flavoured cardboard of some kind.”

“Have you tried rare yet?’
“Mmm, yes, actually,” Tiffany said as she tossed her head back, shifting her

silky black hair to the back of her head. That action wasn’t unnoticed by Kah Hao,
who once more, found himself on the verge of hyperventilating for some reason.

“But I don’t quite like the slightly bloody feel from the rare meat. It’s not
that it was uncooked, but somehow I don’t really like that kind of flavour,” Tiffany
continued as she gazed at Kah Hao. “Medium rare has just the right amount
of lesser-cooked meat that still has the flavour of the beef, but without all that
bloody feeling.”

Kah Hao nodded in response. He wasn’t sure if his brain was still working, for
he was starting to think that his blood flow was starting to be redirected away
from his brain to elsewhere on his body as the time was passing.
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The waiter seemed to have gotten the gist that the two of them had already
decided on their choices, for he had already silently walked back to the table
where they were at, his notepad and pencil at the ready, awaiting his orders.

“One house steak set for the lady, eight ounces, done medium rare, rib eye,
and one house steak set for me, ten ounces, rare, also rib eye.”

The waiter nodded as he took down the order. “Sir, may I repeat the order
for verification please?”

Kah Hao nodded.
“Two house rib eye dinner sets, one eight ounces and medium rare, the other

ten ounces and rare.”
“That’s right. Thank you very much.”
The waiter bowed and walked off professionally to hand the order to the

kitchen.
An awkward silence descended upon the table as the two of them looked at

each other somewhat abashedly, not quite sure what they ought to be talking
about. It was as though the two of them had a lot of things to say to each other,
but some how that moment in time was just not the right moment to say anything
at all.

Kah Hao started berating himself in his mind, demanding it to provide some
topic that he could easily have a nice chat with Tiffany without sounding like
a complete moron. But in the end, it was Tiffany who first broke the awkward
silence.

“I’ve not seen you at orchestral rehearsals since that day that you and Heng
Kar dropped by for a visit. Busy?”

Kah Hao heaved a sigh of relief and said a silent prayer to himself: the awk-
ward silence was broken!

“Yeah, pretty much. Homework is crazy, the lectures are insane, and there’re
always activities that I have to get involved in just to make sure that I can get
those activity points for the dorm next year.”

“Are you. . . intending to live in the dorm again next year?”
Kah Hao shrugged. “I don’t think I have much of a choice. I live too far from

campus already, so staying at home is an option that I cannot pursue, not if I
want to be alive and have enough sleep for the next three and a half years.*’

“Mmm, you have a point there. How about renting an apartment that is
nearby?”

Kah Hao stopped and thought for a moment. Tiffany had a point—it was
probably much better to have a rented apartment near to the campus than to
stay in the dorms. He had heard from some of the upperclassmen that the rental
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rates of the apartments near the campus were rather high, but still, they were
much cheaper than the rates that the dormitories were going for. Best of all, one
could always choose one’s apartment house mates as opposed to the assigned
room mates for the dormitories.

“You are doing that now right?”
“Mm hm,” Tiffany replied, nodding her petite head slowly. “I’m living with a

couple of other friends; we’re splitting the rental cost of the entire apartment
among ourselves. The apartment isn’t really big, but it is fairly roomy since we
don’t really have much stuff. Oh, and the rent is quite affordable too!”

“Ah, that’s right! I remembered that you mentioned not having to pay for an
internet subscription due to the proximity of the campus network.”

“Wow!” Tiffany replied, seemingly impressed. “You remembered what I had
said that time? I was just saying it in passing. . . I didn’t know that you would
remember it.”

Kah Hao felt the temperature in his neck increasing, and the resulting heat
seemed to be flowing both upwards to his head and downwards elsewhere. At
that moment, he was very glad that the location of the table that they were sitting
at was at a particularly quiet and muted region of the restaurant, as he was sure
that he was actually blushing from embarrassment of some sort.

“Oh I just happened to remember that one. . . ”
“Mm hm.” Tiffany said, looking at him in a mildly amused manner.
Soon, the waiter that served their table had reappeared, this time with their

orders served upon a large serving tray that he was balancing skilfully with his
hands. The conversation ceased for a moment as Tiffany and Kah Hao waited
for the waiter to serve the dishes, each secretly observing each other when they
thought the other wasn’t paying attention. His job done, the waiter gave another
bow and stepped away from the table once more.

“Ah, food is here! Yummy!” Tiffany exclaimed, her demeanour suddenly re-
minding Kah Hao of a much younger version of her that he once knew. Perhaps
people don’t really change their character after all, even when they have grown
over the years.

Kah Hao nodded and retrieved the steak knife that had been placed near him
on his serving mat. He poked at the steak tentatively, almost as though he were
contemplating if he should be eating it or not.

“Wondering if you want to actually eat the steak or not?” Tiffany asked play-
fully as she sliced off a thin slice of her steak daintily before forking it up and
putting it into her mouth.

Kah Hao was mildly shocked. Was Tiffany reading his mind, or was it mere
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coincidence?
“You should probably try it while it’s still warm though. . . I’m pretty sure that

it will taste quite different if it were to cool off some more.”
“Okay, hahahaha was just thinking about things,” Kah Hao stammered slightly

as he too stuck his blade into the meat and cut out a chunk, which he forked and
mouthed it boorishly.

“Oh?” Tiffany asked quizzically. “About what?”
Kah Hao hesitated for a moment, mildly desperate at the fact that his lips

were a little loose and he was starting to make comments and say things that
might probably jeopardise the fun that they were having that night.

“Oh nothing,” Kah Hao lied. “I was just thinking about how this Arlington cut
is kind of stiff. But then again, I was cutting into the tendon right? So maybe
that is to be expected. . . ”

“Oh you,” Tiffany said in mock horror. “How could you ever make such a
mistake?”

Kah Hao saw that it was only a joke and he started laughing politely, to which
Tiffany responded in kind.

The two of them continued their light hearted banter over food as the waiter
looked on from his vantage point near the counter, ready to spring into action
the moment it was clear that they needed his assistance once more.

“My, my, that was a nice dinner, Kah Hao.” Tiffany said coyly as she exuded
the air of contentment.

Kah Hao could only nod in reply. The dinner had been wonderful; the steak
was delightfully juicy, and the conversation was easy but completely amiable. It
felt like it were the best social event that he had been involved in for a while,
considering the fact that he had been hanging out with Moe and Linda at many
“social events” when they were going on their free food raids.

Tiffany and Kah Hao had taken a short walk after the dinner, and were now
standing at the shelter on top of a small, natural hill that was nearby, a suggetion
that came from Tiffany of course, since she was more familiar about that part of
the neighbourhood than Kah Hao was.

The cool evening breeze from earlier in the evening turned into a cool night
breeze at the height that the two of them were standing. Once again, Tiffany
unconsciously moved herself closer to Kah Hao, as if wanting to huddle up with
him to keep out the chill.

This time, Kah Hao was a little more prepared than the last. He skilfully



106 CHAPTER 6. SONATA

slipped his right hand onto the small of her back and gently pulled her towards
him, unsurprised that she was moving with relativly little resistance. He shifted
his right arm such that he was almost holding her on her right side, and he could
almost feel her breath from the proximity.

“Mm mm. . . thanks Kah Hao. You are so warm. . . ”
Kah Hao felt his body temperature rising yet another time that evening. Nod-

ding a little, with his chin almost sitting on top of Tiffany’s head, he gazed at the
layout of the city lights below them.

It was a very pretty sight, that grid of randomly lit city lights from the various
buildings that were still running at that time of the day. There was some form
of order that governed them, the grid-like overlay, yet their overall effect had the
feeling of something that was purely fractal in nature, with scattered clusters of
lights sprawled across a semi-regular structure. Their combined luminosity gave
the edge of the sky a characteristic glow, and Kah Hao marvelled at the amount
of power that was driving the city that could power all the lights that could hold
on their own against the darkness of the sky.

“Pretty isn’t it?” Tiffany said in a soft voice.
“Yes it is,” Kah Hao replied. “Just like you.”
Kah Hao cursed himself. That was a rather direct statement. . . and he was

pretty damn sure it wasn’t the time to be saying things like that yet. But he
wasn’t prepared for the answer to come.

“You’re no hobgoblin yourself, Kah Hao.”
“Hobgoblin?” Kah Hao repeated, confused at it’s meaning.
“Oh,” Tiffany said as she chuckled a little. “Inside joke. Have you ever played

‘Neverwinter Nights’ before?”
“Not really. . . ” Kah Hao replied truthfully.
“Ah. . . then it’s alright,” Tiffany said. “I just wanted to say that. . . you’re not ugly

yourself.”
Awkward silence.
The cool night breeze suddenly picked up and Kah Hao felt Tiffany stiffening

under the cold. He held her even closer to himself.
“Feeling better?”
“Mmm. . . yes, much better. You know Kah Hao,” Tiffany said as she arced her

head upwards so that she could see him better. “You’re very sweet.”
“You too. . . ” Kah Hao said reflexively before bending over and gently kissed

Tiffany’s lips.
Alarm bells started ringing inside Kah Hao’smind. Stupid stupid stupid stupid

stupid. . . why the hell did he suddenly do that?
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Kah Hao suddenly jerked his head backwards, breaking off the kiss.
“What’s wrong?” Tiffany asked, confused.
“I don’t know. . . ”
“Kah Hao,” Tiffany said softly, still trying to catch Kah Hao’s attention, which

had seemed to drift off in some shame of some sort. “Kah Hao, listen to me. I
like you, and I know that you like me too. There’s nothing wrong with this; there
really isn’t.”

“Tiffany, I. . . ”
“Don’t start sounding like a wuss, Kah Hao. I knew about this a long time

ago; I had been waiting for you to make your move. Tonight, I knew that it would
be a special night; tonight it would be the time where we become true to each
other of our feelings. There’s no wrong Kah Hao. . . unless my own conclusions
are wrong and that you don’t really like me. . . ”

“No no no!” Kah Hao said, with much more resolve than before, as he looked
deep into Tiffany’s eyes. “Your conclusions aren’t wrong, I. . . I do like you a lot! I
have liked you for a long time, but it’s only now that I realise how much it is that
I like you!”

“Then kiss me now and say not a word,” Tiffany said. “Kiss me like you would
kiss a lover, kiss me like you want me with you forever and always.”

Kah Hao felt his heart beat increasing tremendously and that his arms were
starting to shiver. With little hesitation, he swung Tiffany out to give her a wild
embrace before kissing her fully on her lips, lingering long and passionate in the
cool night breeze atop the shelter at the top of the small hill overlooking the
cityscape.

The lights at of the city stared back at them from below, unfazed by what they
had just witnessed.



108 CHAPTER 6. SONATA



Chapter 7

I Say...

The journey to the community club passed with little incident, and in what seemed
like a really short time later, I had arrived at the rehearsal room. Mr Ang was
there, of course, setting up the music stands as usual, biding time waiting for
the junior members to turn up for their lessons. Tian Kun was already in the
other room, teaching some of the dizi students who had come much earlier than
usual. Hesitating a little, I opened up the door to the rehearsal room and entered
it.

“Evening Mr Ang!”
“Oh hey, Heng Kar! Good evening to you! Have you had your dinner yet?”
“Oh yes, I just did,” I replied as I walked towards the open metal cabinet that

Tian Kun left all the bags of dizi inside.
“That’s good. Hmm, excuse me while I teach these young ones. . . ” Mr Ang

said as the door opened and in walked three of the junior members who had
arrived for their lessons.

I shrugged my shoulders. It was mostly routine, the genial banter that I had
with Mr Ang. We almost always ended up saying the same things, as though we
were both reading from the same script for the same play. It was not that there
was nothing else that we could say to each other, but the truth of the matter was
that even after being in the orchestra for nearly a decade, I didn’t really know
much about Mr Ang and what else he did outside of rehearsals.

‘And if you can think of it that way, what makes you think you know Tiffany
enough to like her?’ The cold voice suddenly jarred into my thoughts.

‘Quiet you,’ I thought back at it. ‘I don’t need any interference from you.’
‘Lies of course,’ the voice continued, ‘you know full well that I’m not wrong

about this.’

109



110 CHAPTER 7. I SAY...

‘Just stay away from me and let me do my things.’
‘Again, my challenge still holds. Make me. . . ’
I shook my head unconsciously, as though trying to clear that malevolent

sounding voice from my head. I knew the effects were mostly psychosomatic
and the effects of its disappearance would be temporary, but anything beats
having to listen to the yakking of such an annoying inner voice.

I retrieved my bag of dizi from the cabinet and set it down to the chair that
was arranged into the dizi section of the orchestra, where a couple of other empty
chairs were present, one of them obviously for Tian Kun, and the others for the
other junior dizi players who wanted to join in the main body rehearsal. A music
stand was already there, courtesy of Mr Ang it seemed for he seemed to have a
few extras from earlier, and all I had to do was to get my scores from the other
cabinet.

For a rehearsal night, it was rather quiet, but then again, it could be because I
was there early. I played a couple of warm-up pieces just to get my embrouchre
going and my lungs sufficiently ready for the night’s exertions and just when I
finished my second piece, the door opened and she stepped in.

It was Tiffany.
This time, she was wearing a trendy black denim pinafore dress on top of a

red blouse which had its lacy collar peeking out of the top of the pinafore dress.
Her hair was tied up into a stylish ponytail, and she was wearing dark stockings
and some black heeled shoes. There was a certain air of sophistication about
her, yet at the same time, a girlish charm seemed to permeate through her very
being. I could almost sense as though she were wearing that with the sole aim
of gaining attention of some sort.

“Hey Heng Kar!”
“Hey Tiffany. What’s up?”
“Oh, you know, the room temperature, cost of living, tuition expenses, things

like that,” Tiffany replied playfully before erupting into a cheery laughter.
It was infectious. I found myself chortling along with her at the obvious joke.

Ah, to be with friends!
‘Friends whom you want to get close to and bone, youmean,’ the voice creeped

into my head and said with glaring loudness.
I ignored the voice in my head and continued chatting with Tiffany.
“That’s a nice outfit you have! It gives you a certain charm that can be quite

irresistible.”
“Oh? You think so?” Tiffany asked as she set up her yangqin stand. “It’s prob-

ably more casual than I would really want to wear, but most of my nice dresses
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are in the wash and so I need to grab this one instead.”
“What’s the difference?” I asked, genuinely confused.
“This one is denim and a little hardier—I use this a lot when I need to do

things that are a little more rough. See? You can even see some of the paint
stains that I had when I was doing up those large sets for a play that my class
had to put together about a year back,” Tiffany said as she pointed at a spot on
the hem of her pinafore dress.

My eyes followed where her finger was pointing, and sure enough, there was
a small splash of ochre colour on the pinafore dress, which was surrounded by
various small dots of other paint colours, like some technicolour dream coat. But
what didn’t escape my eyes was that the hem line was about two inched above
her knee, and some how I found myself following the line down from the hem, to
the hemline, and then to the stocking on the thigh, then the knee. . .

‘Pervert,’ the voice shouted at me in my head.
‘Get lost!’ I chastised the voice in my head before returning my eye contact

to Tiffany.
“You couldn’t remove the paint stains with the paint thinner?”
“Tried thinner and turpentine; it worked but not as well as I’d expected. Any-

way,” Tiffany said as she shrugged her shoulders, “it’s not as though the dress
is completely ruined. I just don’t wear it for anything that is semi-formal and
above.”

I agreed with her. The random but small splashes of paint didn’t do much
damage to the overall aesthetic of the pinafore dress; in some senses it en-
hanced the image of the denim pinafore dress as a ruggedised utilitarian article
of clothing, something that on the one hand seemed to fit the image of Tiffany
fully, yet on the other hand seemed completely like something that she would
turn to when she needed to get down and dirty.

“Okay,” Tiffany said as she heaved her yangqin and placed it on her stand.
“Time for some warm-ups, and then off for the main rehearsal we go!” And with
a wink, Tiffany pulled up a chair and sat on it, her entire body facing towards the
yangqin, and her mallets at the ready, before engaging in what sounded like a
torrent of sound as she struck the strings deftly and forcefully in tune to the solo
piece that she was working on.

If it weren’t for the fact that I was seated in my chair, I would probably be
swooning from what I was seeing. I shrugged yet another time and continued
with my own warm-ups.

It wasn’t long before it was time for themain rehearsal. Mr Ang had dismissed
the junior members with the invitation that should any of them be interested in
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playing with themain orchestral body, they were welcomed to do so, before taking
up his customary position at the front of the orchestra as its conductor. Tian Kun
and all the junior dizi players had returned from the other classroom and were
taking up their positions at the seats around me.

“Okay folks,” Mr Ang began from his vantage point. “Today we need to pre-
pare for a small concert that is going to happen about a month for now at the
community club grounds itself.”

“What’s the occasion?”
“Some open house thing. Every activity group that operates within the com-

munity club has to have something to show or sell at the open house, and since
we are a music group, we have to provide about an hour’s worth of music items.
It’ll be held at the hall, and we’re going on stage at around five in the evening
on the Saturday four weeks from now. Any other questions?”

No one seemed to have any.
“Ah, that’s good. Now let’s consider this piece, gongwu. We’ve not played this

piece for a very long time, so let’s just give it a try and see how it sounds like,
okay?” There was a general murmur of agreement.

“Good, let’s begin!”
The piece started off with the strong beats of the drums accompanied by

a majestic sounding melody from all the other sections of the orchestra. The
magnificence of the melody carried onward for nearly eight bars before shallow-
ing out to a rather controlled melody line led by the bowed string sections. I
waited in anticipation for the dizi part to come in, and soon enough, it did. The
dizi sang themselves against the backdrop of the other harmonies, sounding as
though it were a mellow tenor trying to sing something. One repeat later, we were
into our first fast pace moment; the sixteenth notes in between the eighth notes
provided just enough oomph to make the tune sound fast but without sounding
overly chaotic. Throughout the piece, there was an alternation between magnif-
icence and demureness that was unmistakeable, even up to the very end of the
piece.

Mr Ang wiped his brow when the piece was finally done before starting to
speak again.

“Okay, that was a decent job. But I think that I need to explain a bit on what
this piece is actually talking about so that you can get it to sound a little bit
better. This piece, gongwu, is really describing a dance that involves an older
brother, his younger sister, and a bow that the younger sister is learning to fire
with. In the beginning part, the music describes the entry of the characters, and
by the time we hit the second part, we see how the younger sister is trying to pull
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the bow; that is where the bowed string instruments are taking the lead. Then,
when the dizi comes in, it’s about how the elder brother is trying to teach his
younger sister the proper way to use the bow in a calm and cool way. The fast
movement section is about the observation of a bird that was flying nearby, and
how the brother and sister were trying to chase it down. This is followed by the
releasing of the arrow by the sister, and the subsequent missing of the shot and
the reassurance of the elder brother that things were alright; she could always
try again. This is again followed by the chasing of yet another bird before yet
another release, which failed once more. The sister was feeling annoyed at it all
and was throwing tantrums. But the elder brother told her to be calm; they find
yet another bird and this time, the sister became more resolved and took aim at
the bird before releasing the arrow. This time though, the arrow’s hit was true
and the bird came falling down to earth—this is the part where the yangqin builds
up the climax through the six repetitions of the same motif followed by the dizi’s
arppegio. Notice that the dizi part sounded like something was falling from the
sky. And then the piece concludes with a triumphant sister and brother, and they
leave the stage.”

Tiffany turned around to look at me.
“Heheheh. . . I’m sure you’ve heard of this explanation before, right?”
“Yep. . . I think he said the exact story about ten years ago.” I replied to Tiffany.
Tiffany giggled discreetly, as though trying to avoid Mr Ang’s detection, which

was hard because she was, for all purposes and intents, sitting directly under his
nose. She turned back just as Mr Ang was wrapping up what he wanted to say.

“Okay, now that you know the story behind the music, let’s try this one more
time. Ready, begin!”

Before I realised it, rehearsal for that evening had ended. After riding on a
high from playing the dizi, it was time to pack up for the evening. Everyone in
the orchestra took part in the tear down process, with most members helping
with folding up the various music stands and putting away some of the bigger
instruments back into their cases and into the cabinets. I was busy with keeping
the dizi bags into the cabinet before Tian Kun locked it up. Since everyone
was helping, the packing up process went by pretty quickly and soon I found
myself waiting at the entrance of the community club, just like we always did
after rehearsals.

“That was rather fun, don’t you think?” I said to Tiffany, who was standing
nearby, together with the rest.
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“Ah, yes it is. Are you going to have supper with the rest of us?” She asked.
“Sure, I’m kinda hungry and need some food before I head back home to do

homework.”
“Classes are that bad?”
“Oh not really,” I answered truthfully. “I’m getting used to it already, after all,

it has been three months since the start of classes, and things have more or less
fallen into a nice rhythm and routine.”

Tiffany nodded. “Things have a way of settling down over time once you get
over the initial unfamiliar parts.”

Mr Ang and Tian Kun managed to catch up with us at the gates of the commu-
nity club, discussing pretty loudly about the programme for the upcoming concert
that was going to happen in a month’s time for the open house. Tian Kun seemed
to be a little worried that there weren’t enough dizi players who could commit to
the performance, which was somewhat problematic considering that the other
sections had their numbers bolstered in the past two months to strengths that
our current dizi section cannot seem to level easily against.

“But how about the junior players? How many can join in the actual concert?
We can always choose some of the easier pieces and have them play. . . ” Mr Ang
was saying as he walked towards the gates.

“Probably at most one,” Tian Kun was answering. “The others are not quite
ready to handle the second register yet, and that is actually quite critical for the
pieces that you want to play. Only one of them has managed to hit the second
register so far, and I think with a little bit of luck and some more practise, we
can get him up to speed and play in the main orchestra for the concert.”

“That’s good. . . I think we can try for that,” Mr Ang replied.
“Oh hey! Are you guys going for supper also?”
“Yes we are, Mr Ang,” Tiffany replied, her smile still radiant even after a whole

night of rehearsals.
“Okay, you guys head off to the food place first; I need to put away some of

these things into my car,” Mr Ang said as he waved us on.
“And let me put away some of my stuff into my ’cycle,” Tian Kun said before

heading off in the opposite direction to Mr Ang towards the carpark where his
motorcycle was located.

“Sure!” I replied to the two elders before turning towards Tiffany. “Shall we?”
Tiffany nodded and followed me as I led on towards the hawker centre. The

remaining group of members of the orchestra were still chatting amongst them-
selves, seemingly oblivious to the fact that we were already heading towards the
hawker centre. It was a blessing in disguise, perhaps.
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‘Time to talk to her you fool,’ the cold voice started in my head once more.
I ignored it.
‘Don’t ignore me! How dare you ignore me! You will not get a chance like this

again! Think about it, savour it! Now is your chance to tell her how you feel!’ The
voice hissed incessantly in my head over the dead muggy night air that seemed
to cling on to our skins like some strange primordial ooze of pure discomfort.

‘Shut up. I will do it my way. Leave me alone.’ I was starting to get sick
of the noise in my head. It was getting more irritating than usual; sometimes I
wondered if I should see someone about it, but then again, I was prone to talking
to myself ever so often, and thus the voice could just be a by-product of all that
soliloquy from the past.

“Are you feeling alright?” Tiffany suddenly asked, with a look of concern over
her pretty face. It was a small frown of sorts, the worried kind of frown, but a
frown that would break your heart if you saw it on a face as beautiful as that of
Tiffany’s. I felt my heart skip a beat there and then.

“I’m okay, I suppose. I think it must be the weather; I didn’t realise how
humid it became in that short period of time that we spent in the rehearsal.”

“Mmm. . . I think so too,” Tiffany said, her frown momentarily gone. “Humid
nights are really very icky, since they form this sticky and clingy goo on your skin
that even showers can’t seem to properly remove.”

“I know what you mean! Even after taking one shower, the moment we step
out of the bathroom, we’d feel all muggy again and very soon, will be looking
forward to showering once more.”

Tiffany nodded as she smiled coyly.
‘Eh, stop talking about the lousy weather you imbecile.’ The voice taunted.

‘Make your goddamn move already.’
We arrived at the hawker centre, and I ordered up some fried beehoon from

one of the stalls that was still in operation at that time of the night, while Tiffany
ordered a plate of prawn noodles from the stall next to the one I ordered from. We
wouldn’t be ordering drinks just yet—tradition dictated that Mr Ang or Tian Kun
would be the one who would be sponsoring the drinks for whoever was present
in the hawker centre who were from the chinese orchestra. At first, I had some
discomfort with taking all these free drinks from people like the conductor and
even the dizi instructor, but it was after Kah Hao had assured me that it was the
norm that I started to get used to the whole concept and happily partook in the
merriment.

Kah Hao. That thought suddenly burst through my mind like some lightning
on a dark moon-less night.
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‘Oh? Your rival seemed to have shown up.’ The voice mocked.
‘Shut up. He’s not my rival.’
‘How do you know? Do you even know for sure? Are you feeling. . . scared?’
‘I’m not scared. You’re just a voice. Get out of my head! Leave me alone!’
‘Heheheheh. . .make me. The challenge is still open. I’m here and ready any

time that you want to try your luck against and see if you can get rid of me. But
be forewarned; I am an integral part of you, and you would find it most difficult
and unpleasant if you had tried to uproot myself from within your conscious.
Consider yourself warned. . . ’

‘You do not scare me, you voice. Just shut up!’ I was getting somewhat angry.
“Hey hey,” Tiffany said, breaking my inner tango with her sense of urgency,

“you look kind of pale now. Are you sure you are alright, Heng Kar?”
I wiped my brow of the muggy perspiration that had decided to percolate

from the tips of my hair.
“I’m okay. I think I might just be a bit hungry, that’s all.”
“Ah, if that’s the case, then I think it’s alright, since food will be here soon

after all. But if you are feeling sick, promise me that you will go see a doctor in the
morning, okay?” Tiffany said as she looked at me with yet another one of those
concerned look of hers. My heart melted as I felt the kind of compassion and
empathy that seemed to be radiating out of her very person through her pores
and even through the very eyes that were now looking at me in a somewhat
anxious manner.

‘Oh please, you’re making me puke,’ the voice suddenly said.
‘Get lost.’
“Okay, I promise,” I said before breaking out into laughter. “My goodness,

you just made me sound as though I were some kid whom you were trying to
pacify or something; that felt really weird!”

The laughter was infectious. Tiffany had started chuckling herself when she
saw me laughing uncontrollably, her voice sounding like sparkles of stars in the
night time sky.

“Well, sometimes you do seem to act like a little kid. . . ” she said conspirator-
ically.

“Am not!”
“Are too!”
“Am not!”
“Are too!”
“Am not!”
“You are so doing it right now!” She giggled once more.
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She had a point though, I did seem to fall into a near juvenile state whenever I
was interacting with her. I wasn’t sure if this would be causing a bad impression
on her or something.

‘If you had to leave an impression, it was done a good ten years ago, buddy,’
the voice warned.

‘Shut up and get lost.’
By this time, the rest of the entourage had kept up, and were finding seats at

the tables around us. Mr Ang and Tian Kun had joined the group after settling
what they had to do with their respective vehicles, and Mr Ang snuck off to the
drinks stall and talked to the vendor there, who followed Mr Ang back to where
all of us where and started taking our orders for drinks. Just when he was done,
our food started arriving.

“How much is this?”
“That’d be two dollars.” The vendor replied. Nodding to acknowledge what I

had heard, I pulled out a two-dollar bill from the wallet that I just fished out of
my back trouser pocket and gave it to her. She nodded at me and went off to
settle with her other orders.

“Go ahead and start eating,” Tiffany said to me when she saw that I was
hesitating about starting before her food had arrived. “You’re hungry and the
food is served hot, so you ought to start on it as soon as possible so as to avoid
having to eat the cooled version of the food.”

“Are you sure you won’t mind?” I was a little skeptical. To me, Tiffany seemed
like the prim and proper sort, the one who would be a stickler about things related
to etiquette and the like, considering that thoughout the years that I had known
her, she was always well-dressed and well mannered, and with that many people
seemed to like to talk with her, and sometimes even to consult her on things
related to etiquette and the like.

‘Yes, and some of them are trying to chase her also, just in case you didn’t
realise you slow poke,’ the voice taunted me once more. I was getting tired of
its antics and proceeded to ignore it once more.

“Alright then, I will take your word for it,” I said before attacking the plate of
beehoon with the disposable chopsticks and spoon.

Tiffany just laughed politely. “I’ve already said it wasn’t a problem.”
Her food arrived not much later, and soon we were both tackling our food as

though we had not been eating for a few days.
“Oh? You two seem hungry!” Mr Ang joked from the other table. “Eating away

so quickly like some refugee of some sort. Or are you trying to tell me that the
rehearsals are so gruelling that you need to eat more food just to maintain your
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strength so that you can go back and do stuff?”
“I’m just hungry, Mr Ang,” I said in between bites. “It has been a long day

you know, doing homework in the day and then having rehearsals at night.”
Tiffany nodded in agreement.
“Of course I know,” Mr Ang said with a somewhat sorry sigh. “College is like

that. Actually, school is like that in general; you have to put in a lot of effort just
to get things done right and score the necessary points to get the degree that
you want. I suppose the same can be said for music and rehearsals.”

“Ah, but rehearsals only occur once a week.”
“Try playing professional sometime,” Mr Ang continued, seemingly lost in

some nostalgic thought from aeons back when he was still a professional musi-
cian. “Back in the day, we practised about eight hours a day with a lunch hour
some where in between, and ever other week we had to give some recital some-
where just to justify our existence within the band and things like that. It was
probably more gruelling than your homework, perhaps from a physical and psy-
chological perspective.”

I nodded, understanding roughly what he was saying. It was one thing to
just know how to do something, but to do it well just required lots and lots of
hard work and time, resources that often conflicted with the requirements of
everything else and thus having to be rationed out like the food rations during
times of hardship such as natural calamities or even man-made ones like war.

“Anyway, don’t let an old geezer like me spoil your food; eat and get all that
energy that you need!” Mr Ang said, returning to his more or less jovial self.

The supper passed pretty quickly, and after a few more minutes of chatting,
it was time to go home. Everyone went about to their separate ways, and it was
at this moment that I decided to make my move.

‘Final fucking-ly. I was wondering if you were secretly gay or something,’ the
voice mocked me after being rather dormant for more than half an hour.

‘Shut up you stupid voice. All that you’ve said so far are lousy ideas that are
completely unworkable.’

‘So says you. I’m a part of you too, remember. So if you call me stupid, you
are also admitting that you are stupid yourself. Booyah!’

I gave up on trying to tame the voice.
Tiffany and I could walk most of the way to the bus stop, where she would be

taking a bus towards town where she was staying in her rented apartment next to
the Management University, while I would be heading to the train station nearby
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to catch the last train home. Between the hawker centre and the bus stop was
a nice ten-minute walk that involved back-tracking the route to the community
club, where this time, we would be skirting around the building as opposed to
walking through it. I had some half-assed plan about just confessing to her about
my feelings once we were at the bus stop, but somehow some of the things that
Siew Wah was telling me in the day time started to make a little more sense now.

“Hey Tiffany.”
“Hmm?”
“Are you free some time next week?”
“Huh? What’s going on next week?”
“Oh, nothing much. I was just wondering if you would want to have dinner

with me somewhere or something?”
“Dinner with you?” Tiffany seemed to be considering what I was proposing.

“But what for? I mean, I don’t quite get what you are trying to say.”
“Oh, it’s nothing really. Just thought that maybe we could have a nice dinner

during times that were not after rehearsals, so that we could talk or have some
fun away from chinese orchestra.”

“Ah,” Tiffany replied, starting to see where I was coming from. “I know what
you mean. Sometimes it is just so hard to hang out with people outside of the
orchestra, just because each time we meet up, we’re always doing chinese or-
chestra things like rehearsals, performances and the like. That sounds like a
good idea! Do you have anywhere in mind?”

‘Ha! Bet you don’t have a place in mind you slow moving sloth,’ the voice
chimed in.

“I was thinking about trying the new fusion place that had opened at Sum
Lum Mall.”

“Sum Lum Mall? As in, the computer parts place?” Tiffany asked quizzically.
“Yeah, pretty much that place. I think that the fusion food place might have

reasonable food at affordable prices; I just heard about it from Siew Wah, my
hacker friend.”

“Ah yes, Siew Wah! You did mention about him some time ago. How is he
though?”

“He’s doing pretty well. Got into a top school for computer science and is
getting challenged from all corners for classes.”

“Sounds like he is having fun there,” Tiffany added. “Oh, right. Dinner. Nearly
forgot about that. . . sure we can try the fusion place at Sum Lum Mall. Do you
have a particular day and time that you want to do this?”

“I was thinking Friday evening, since I am more free at that time than at
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other times of the week. You know how crazy the week gets with classes from
everywhere.”

“Oh I know all about that; I’ve been dealing with that for three years now, re-
member? And trust me, Management University has a rather complicated regime
with regards to classes and the like. I think I should be able to do dinner this
coming Friday. Where would you like to meet?”

I paused to think for a moment. “I was thinking maybe near the entrance of
Sum Lum Mall? Would it be convenient for you?”

Tiffany smiled. “I’m living near Management University in the city area. Al-
most everywhere is convenient for me. Don’t worry, I’ll be there! Friday at around
eight I would think?”

“Yes eight sounds just about right.”
“Okay, it’s a deal then.” Tiffany said as she smiled.
‘Eh, you didn’t confess to her you oaf,’ the voice muttered in my head. ‘I

thought your brilliant plan was to tell her how much you loved her and how much
you wanted her to be your girlfriend and you to be her boyfriend and all those
kinds of mushy mushy things?’

‘Shut up. I’m not going to do that. Siew Wah is right; it does sound rather
cheesy. And I don’t think I know a lot about her, so I should probably try to learn
more about her before doing anything.’

‘Oh, why are you suddenly so rational? That doesn’t sound like you, you know.
Oh well, I suppose I can pester you some other time then.’

‘Good riddance!’
‘Hahahaha. . . gotcha! I’m going to be here and tease you to the end!’
I muttered some curses under my breath at the voice in my head.
“Did you say something?” Tiffany said as she turned her head to face me,

her long hair bouncing away from her bosom to over her shoulder. That was
something that was most definitely unmissed.

“Not really. Just saying some things about how nasty the weather is.”
“Ah, still on that one. Just go home and get a nice shower before sleeping.

You’d be fine.”
“I suppose.”
A bus started to rumble along the road and was soon stopping at the bus stop

that Tiffany and I were standing at. It was the bus that Tiffany had to take, and
we flagged it down. As the bus rolled to a stop, I bade Tiffany good bye before
she boarded the bus, and I made my way down to the train station to get home.
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The train at that time of the night was rather quiet, since there were really few
people who wanted to spend their time outside of the house till that late. Among
other things was the lack of decent public transport to get around, and with that,
I was rather glad that I lived near a train station, otherwise I would find it rather
annoying just to get home.

As I sat there in my seat with the train rushing along the tracks towards my
destination, I started to drift off into sleep, tired from the day’s adventures.

“Wake up you fool!”
“What the hell. . . ”
“I said, wake up! Don’t make me try to wake you up you moron.”
I opened my eyes. It wasn’t the train that I was on—it was somewhere else

altogether. Mostly a green field with almost nothing about, a blue sky and a
horizon where the two met was all that I could see. I wondered if I was dreaming.

“Of course you are dreaming. Can’t you see that you are listening to me speak
as opposed to me speaking to you only in your head?”

‘What the hell,’ I thought to myself. ‘What manner of nonsense is this?’
I looked about my surroundings carefully. Over in the distance, I started

making out a silhouette of some sort, something that I hadn’t seen before. And
it would appear that whatever words I was hearing prior were coming from that
general direction.

“Oh, you seem to have found where I am. Finally. I was wondering when you’d
do that.”

“Who are you again?”
“I’m the voice in your head.”
“You’re the malevolent entity that belittles me in as a beleaguering manner

as possible?”
“You know, for someone who is sleeping, you sure use big words. Anyway, yes,

it is I. And I’m not malevolent. Just think of me as being concerned with what
you are doing.”

“Oh, and why is that?”
“Because you and I are part of the same.”
“No. I don’t believe you! You and I think on completely different things; and

you keep mocking me at every opportunity, and now you are claiming that you
and I are part of the same? Don’t make me laugh.”

“Heh. Say what you want, you know that it is true. I am still a part of your
consciousness, whether or not you choose to believe it.”

“So what?” I was starting to get more annoyed by the minute. “Why can’t you
just leave me alone and let me do things that I want to do? Why must you keep
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intruding upon my thoughts all the god damn time?”
“Chill dude. It’s not as though I have a choice in the matter. Hell, if I had my

way, I wouldn’t even want this job even if I were paid to do it.”
If it were a dream, it was starting to get too bizarre even for my tastes. It was

as though I were travelling through the mind of a rather deranged person; the
first that came to mind was that Linda who was Kah Hao’s friend. The one who
asked me if I wanted to use the toilet the first time that I saw her.

“Let me say this again,” I started, my breath controlled to the best of my
ability so that I would sound much clearer than the anger would let on. “Get out
of my head; leave me alone. I don’t need snarky comments from some voice
in my head. If you’re claim is true that you and me are part of the same, then
integrate and leave me alone to stand as one!”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. You don’t know the score, do you?”
“What score? Is that a threat? I don’t fear you, you know. . . ”
“Of course I know! Your thoughts are available to me, if you haven’t realised

by now. . . ”
I screamed primally with my eyes closed, only to open my eyes to find the few

passengers on the bus staring at me with confused faces. I found that my jaws
were open, and my throat felt rather hurt, as though I was straining and scream-
ing out loud for quite a while. Nearby, a train conductor was standing there,
seemingly shocked and at ready, as though there was an emergency situation.

“Sir, are you alright?” The train conductor asked me.
“I. . . I think I’m fine. What happened?” I asked, after spending a couple of

seconds to wet my throat with some of the saliva from my mouth.
“You were screaming and shouting quite vigorously; sounded as though some

one was getting killed or something like that.”
I was stunned. That was something that I wasn’t quite expecting. The annoy-

ance I had against that voice in my head probably manifested itself in real life
when I accidentally started screaming out loud.

I could feel the heat starting from my neck and working its way up to my face.
Thank goodness the stop for my home came up next, and I quickly left the train
to run home and hide away my embarrassment.

The apartment was quite quiet when I entered it; it sounded as though every-
one had gone to sleep already. It was a good thing, really, since I really wanted
some time on my own to think about things. Like how to deal with that irksome
voice in my head, and what to say at the dinner date that I had set up with Tiffany.
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Tossing aside my perspiration soaked shirt into the laundry bin, I stepped into
the shower and flipped the tap on, waiting for the burst of cold water to strike my
still hot skin and cool me down to a nice comfortable temperature where I could
think things better.
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Chapter 8

Subito Forzando

It has been almost two months since that magical night when Kah Hao and
Tiffany came clean with the feelings that they had for each other. Two months
did not seem like a very long time, but to the two new love birds, every moment
of it was bliss.

While the time passed, both Kah Hao and Tiffany still maintained their usual
lifestyles since they were both still in college after all. The people who surrounded
them had hardly a clue that the two of them were going out with each other—it
was not so much that it was a secret but that neither of them felt it necessary
to just announce it to people that they were seeing each other, since it was
just too weird and uncomfortable to a large degree. Weekends were the best
times for them to meet up, and even then, they never seem to choose places
that were usually crowded with throngs of people—it was mostly the outdoors
with the pleasant greenery and plants and the relatively serene locations that
appealed to them the most.

It was a Monday once more, and Kah Hao was going through his morning
routine, the same one that he had engaged in for almost three months since
the beginning of the school year. The habit had gotten to the point that Kah
Hao was often awake just as the alarm clock was about to ring—a good thing in
disguise, since it meant that he could stop it even before it started to make a
racket and wake up the forever-sleeping Moe. The latter was doing a little better
with his narcoleptic tendencies as time went by, but that wasn’t saying much,
really, considering that he still made it customary to just sleep at any moment
that he could if he could get away with it.

Kah Hao had changed into his running attire and had already made his bed,
and was on his way to his usual running route. The air was still fresh as always,
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but he could smell the humidity in the air; an indication that rain was imminent.
But a little bit of rain was not going to stop Kah Hao; he had already run through
the rain before some time back when the monsoon season was in session. It
wasn’t too bad of an experience, Kah Hao recalled. The rain was heavy no doubt,
but there was a certain sense of satisfaction feeling the pitter patter of the rain
drops striking his body as it moved with as much grace as it could as Kah Hao
ran caustiously through.

But that was then. The monsoon season had already passed, and the rain
that was about to come seemed to be a mere drizzle in comparison. Kah Hao
had already hit the pavement and was already running along at his relaxed pace,
a pace that he had perfected after nearly three months of doing this exact same
ritual every other day.

The road that he ran on was lightly paved, but today, like all days for quite a
while, Kah Hao decided to run on the tarmac. After that near-hit by a car some
time back, Kah Hao had actually been running on the pavement, but as rain was
coming, the tarmac proved to be a much better choice for running on since the
traction of the tarmac was often much better than whatever concrete that was
used to make the pavement that ran alongside it.

Kah Hao’s cadence maintained at a steady state as he paced himself along
the chosen route. As he ran, only one image started to appear in his mind.

Tiffany.
It was an image that was unlike those that he had nearly two months ago. A

long, long time ago, all he could think about was how nice she was, how heavenly
she looked, and how cool she could be. But now that they were going out with
each other, all those fleeting images of her have collapsed into a more realistic
portrayal of her very self, a portrayal that was, in many ways, more fulfilling than
the ideals that he had somehow managed to conjure up. She was holding his
hand in this image, and he could feel the warmth of her body as she snuggled
up towards him, just like that night so many weeks back when they were on top
of the hill looking down at the skyline. It was a moment so magical that he could
never really take his mind of it. But of course, having the real deal meant that he
was never going to have to keep up his imaginings since he could always hold
her whenever they met up. And the nearest one was on Wednesday. Wednesday
evening actually, when dinner was planned once more, this time not at a posh
restaurant, but at a place that was a little easier on the pocket. It was going to be
wonderful, a sort of two-month anniversary marking the day that both Kah Hao
and Tiffany decided to come clean with each other on their feelings.

“Goddamn piece of crazy runner! Keep on the pavement you foo—fuck!”
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A long screeching sound followed by a loud crash dominated the early morn-
ing soundscape as a distant thunder rumbled. The rain started coming down,
slowly at first like a drizzle, before increasing in droplet size and frequency to
become a very heavy rain.

Heng Kar was outside Kah Hao’s room, looking for the latter for classes. Linda
had not arrived yet, and Moe was probably still sleeping given the time of the day.
It was not always that Heng Kar would be waiting for his friends outside Kah Hao’s
room, but Mondays were usually a little different; perhaps it was because he had
a good rest the night before on the Sunday, or perhaps he was just someone
who liked to sieze the day in the beginning of the week, but in either case, it had
become a habit of Heng Kar’s to be going to class with Kah Hao and the other
two on Mondays itself.

‘Strange,’ Heng Kar thought to himself. ‘It’s almost eight in the morning;
where was Kah Hao?’

Heng Kar looked out of the corridor. The rain had attenuated its strength
significantly, and was merely a drizzle of some sort. The sky was still on the dark
side though, as the storm clouds had not really moved out of the region yet. It
was a little while before he realised the soft pitter patter of running feet up the
stairs. Mildly curious about who it might be and slightly annoyed that Kah Hao
was not back yet, Heng Kar looked towards the stair way in anticipation.

A short moment later, a dishevelled looking girl in a skirt and blouse had
tumbled up the stairs and was half-running and half-walking towards Heng Kar.
He was pretty sure that he did not know who she was until she started to speak,
panting in between.

“Heng. . .Heng Kar!”
“Linda?” Heng Kar asked, confused. “Why are you panting like that? What’s

wrong? You forgot your umbrella or something?”
“No! Definitely not!” Linda said as she gasped for air in between. “It’s Kah

Hao!”
“What’s wrong with Kah Hao!” Heng Kar asked, suddenly concerned.
“He was not at breakfast! And I heard that someone had been knocked down

by a car this morning along some road that sounded like it could be used by Kah
Hao when he does his early morning run.”

Heng Kar started to get alarmed. “Are you saying that the person who got
knocked down was. . . ”

“I don’t know! That’s why I ran up here to see if Kah Hao was in his room. . .maybe
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he didn’t go running today since it was raining.”
Heng Kar thought to himself and wished that Linda was right.
Linda started banging on the door of the dorm.
“Kah Hao! Kah Hao! I’m Linda! Open the door!” Linda shouted as she kept

on banging the door with her fists.
There was a shuffling sound that came from within, and a sound through the

key hole was heard before the door creaked open. It was Moe.
“Dudes, why are you making such a ruckus in the morning?” Moe asked as

he yawned and stretched himself.
“Is Kah Hao in?” Linda asked, her eyes darting about in the darkened room.
“No. . . why would he be in? He usually goes running at this time of the day. . . ”
“That’s the problem,” Heng Kar replied. “Someone was knocked down this

morning, and we don’t know if it was Kah Hao.”
Moe was visibly shocked awake at this point in time, his face looking gravely

serious. “This is a serious matter, are you two sure about what you’ve heard?”
“I heard it from Linda. . . ”
“And I heard it from some folks who happened to be walking by.”
“Well,” Moe said as he examined Kah Hao’s side of the room. “His running

shoes are not here, so I suppose he had gone running after all. Anyway, let’s go
check out the administrative office and see just what the hell is going on.”

Linda nodded as Moe briskly strode to his wardrobe and grabbed some going
out clothes before changing into them on the spot, without caring about any form
of dignity or modesty or any of that sort of thing—it was an emergency damn
it! Locking the door safely behind them, the three of them headed over to the
administration’s office and talked to the officer on duty there.

“Hey,” Moe started. “We heard that someone was knocked down this morning,
and we think that it might be our friend. Can we confirm it with you?”

“Sure,” the officer replied. “about half an hour ago there was an accident
between one of our staff who was driving with a runner along the road that was
between the dormitories and the arts faculty. We received a call from the hospital
that one of our students had been sent to there via ambulance from the said
accident.”

“Is his name Kah Hao by any chance?” Heng Kar asked, his face visibly
worried.

“Let me check,” the officer replied politely as he thumbed through the official
call log. “Hmm, yes I think it is. Says so here: ‘identity card found provided name
of victim to be Kah Hao’. I suppose it might be your friend after all. I’m sorry. . . ”

Linda stood there, her face contorted into an expression of shock as Moe
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slumped into a chair nearby from hearing the bad news. Heng Kar just stood
there, not sure what to say at the receipt of such bad news. Composing himself,
he engaged the officer once more.

“Which hospital was Kah Hao sent to?”
“It was the General Hospital. We don’t really know about the room number,

but I suppose you can check it out from the emergency department there. I’m
really sorry. . . ”

“It’s alright,” Heng Kar said as he thanked the officer. Gathering his two
other dejected friends, they stood at the door way of the administrative office
and conferred on what they were going to do next.

“I vote we go to the hospital to find out more,” Moe startd. “At this rate, we
are not going to be concentrating in class anyway.”

“But at least one of us should stay and take notes for the rest; I’m pretty sure
that no professor will be willing to cut us some slack for paying attention to our
friend like this. It’s not so much that the professors are heartless, but that it
would be really hard to justify any of these actions because we weren’t the ones
who are involved in the accident. Besides,” Heng Kar said with a pause, “we need
to help Kah Hao stay on track with classes too, right?”

Moe and Linda took in what Heng Kar said before nodding slowly.
“Tell you what,” Moe began once more. “You are closer to Kah Hao than the

both of us, so you go check up on him and see what’s happened. I think that
between Linda and I, we should be able to take down the notes for the both of
you so that you two won’t be too behind in classes and can thus be prepared for
the examinations when they arrive.”

Heng Kar thought for a moment: Moe was making sense. Moe and Linda had
their own idiosyncracies that made them not very reliable as note takers individ-
ually, but together, they had a better chance of actually paying more attention to
what is going on and thus take more complete (and actually useful) notes that
they all could use for future study while preparing for the final exams that were
to come in about a month’s time.

“Okay, I think we’ll do just that. Somehow it feels a bit safer that the two of
you are going to be taking notes together. Not that I don’t trust each of you, but
given what I’ve been observing so far. . . ”

“Don’t worry about us,” Linda said, her composure returning. “Go check up
on Kah Hao and let us know what his condition is. We should be able to handle
anything here. Thankfully there’s nothing that is due today.”

Heng Kar nodded. Linda was right that there was nothing due that day, though
there was an assignment that would be due the next day, one that he had some-
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how managed to complete near the day that it was first released about a week
ago.

“Alright, stop standing there and look lost—go look for Kah Hao already!”
Heng Kar nodded and stepped out of the office and into the gloomy and

humid outdoors, where the weather conditions seemed to be matching his mood
completely. It seemed like it wasn’t going to be a good day at all, and in his heart,
Heng Kar hoped that his friend was secretly alright.

Hemade his way outside of the campus grounds and hailed a passing cab and
boarded it, giving the cab driver instructions to take him to the general hospital.
The cab driver nodded in reply and sped off towards the expressway.



Chapter 9

Cacophony

As the cab sped through the mostly empty expressway, all I could do was to just
look outside of the tempered glass windows at the passing greenery, thinking
deeply to myself.

I hoped that Kah Hao was okay. I hoped that it was fine.
I knew that it was probably going to be a hard thing to accept if Kah Hao

were to be gone forever; he was a close friend after all. But friend or no friend,
no one would be harsh enough to hope anything but the best for someone who
was involved in an accident such as this.

It happened so suddenly. When I saw Linda all dishevelled and running up
the stairs, it didn’t really register in my mind that something bad had happened.
It was only after the confirmation that an accident had taken place by the ad-
ministrative officer that the reality started to sink in. I had a strange discomfort
that broiled through my stomach, as though intuitively I knew that something
bad was going to occur. I tried to push away that thought in vain.

‘Worried sick now, eh?’ The voice came through my head like a bolt from the
blue.

‘Shut up! Now’s not the time! I don’t want to deal with you now!’
‘Oh yes you have to!’ The voice continued to mock. ‘I can almost see what is

going to happen. Do you want to know what is going to happen, eh?’
‘Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! I don’t want to listen to you!’ I retaliated hard,

trying to shut the voice from my head.
All that I could hear after that was just a mocking ‘heh’ before there was

silence.
The moving greenery outside of the car was mesmerising, and the more that

I looked at it, the more trance-like I felt. It was as though there was nothing else
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that mattered, and that all there was to observe was just the relatively soft purr of
the engine of the cab as the driver taxied through the nearly empty expressway
at high speed to get me to the general hospital.

After what felt like an eternity of changeless landscape, I soon found myself
passing leaving the expressway and going towards the city, where the trees that
lined the road gave way to more grey concrete buildings and pedestrians who
were on their merry way getting to work and the like. It was clear that the hospital
was near.

Within a few short minutes, the cab pulled up at the cab stand outside of the
main entrance of the general hospital. I paid the cab driver my fare and exited
the vehicle to step into the receiving lobby.

The lobby of the general hospital was bathed in the soft glow of the light
orangey-yellow light, a sort of warm colour that reflected off softly from the white
walls and ceilings that surrounded the black non-slip floor. If one were not paying
any attention, one could easily forget that one was in a hospital and would think
instead that it was a hotel lobby that one was looking at. What gave away the
illusion was of course the fact that instead of a unified counter system for the
guests to sign in, there were only two receptionists who sat at a desk which was
in front of the central pillar which divided up the wide entry way into two, which
were the entrances to the west and east wing respectively.

Not sure where to go, I approached the reception counter.
“Hi sir, how may I help you?”
“Uh, I’m actually looking for a friend who was sent to the emergency depart-

ment not too long ago from getting knocked down by a car.”
“Do you have a name for this friend of yours, sir?”
“I believe that would be Kah Hao.”
“I see. Let me pull up the admissions records and look for you,” the recep-

tionist said as she typed on her keyboard with a rapidity that reminded me of all
the programming that I had done so far.

I stood there in front of the counter and looked on at the receptionist who
was helping me. She had long black hair and was wearing really light make-up
that made her look very attractive. In many ways, she reminded me of Tiffany,
and in spite of the seriousness of the mission that I had being at the hospital,
I couldn’t help but let my thoughts get distracted by the image of Tiffany. The
mere thought that I would be meeting her for dinner on Friday was enough to
make me feel mildly aroused.

‘Horny pervert!’ The voice decried from within my head.
‘You again!’ I was yelling in my head. ‘Get the fuck out and leave me alone!
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Now’s not the time for your bullshit!’
‘Oh?’ The voice replied. ‘It’s not the time for my bullshit you say? How about

your little “fantasy” involving Tiffany then? Are you telling me that it is time for
that and not time for me to “talk” to you?’

I ignored the voice and focused once more on the problem at hand.
“Thank you for waiting sir. Kah Hao has been released from the emergency

department and is currently warded in ward fifty-three bed two. That’s the third
room on the fifth floor of the east wing. I think he has some visitor’s there al-
ready.”

“Oh, okay,” I replied, thankful for the information. “Thank you for your help.”
“Oh, it’s my pleasure. I hope that your friend is alright.”
“Yeah, me too.”
I went towards the right side of the partition and followed the path towards

the elevators before heading out on the fifth floor. As I neared room number
three, I started to hear voices. Of all the voices that were talking, one stood out
strongly amongst the rest. I couldn’t believe my ears, I couldn’t believe what I
was hearing.

It was Tiffany.
Tiffany was there, Tiffany was in the hospital! But why was she there in the

first place?
‘Isn’t it obvious enough?’ The voice suddenly reappeared.
I ignored the voice. No, it couldn’t be Tiffany. . . it must have been a case of

mistaken identity. Many people sound the same, right?
Room three. I peered through the archway of the room and counted off the

beds. Then my eyes laid upon bed two.
Kah Hao was lying there on the bed, looking fairly tired, his arms and legs in

casts, with his legs on traction. Surrounding him were his parents, and a familiar
looking female was actually hugging him. I looked closer and heard the distinct
voice again.

Then it all clicked.
It was Tiffany.
Tiffany was indeed there.
Tiffany was there next to Kah Hao.
Tiffany was the one who was hugging Kah Hao.
I stood at the doorway, lost for words, with only the maniacal guffaw of the

voice in my head the only sound that I hear.


