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Chapter 1

The Girl Of High Society

It was the middle of summer in a place where the four seasons made no sense
whatsoever. Yet it was still known as “summer”, mostly because of the inertia
that came from the not so distant past, when everyone was still following the old
traditions that had been inherited from the original founders of the city-state.

Summer. It was meant to be a time of happiness, a time of carefree luxury,
a time of enjoying the glorious warmth that the sun was able to provide on the
longest days in the year.

Yet to Antony, who was trying his best to feel as jubilant as the day itself was
suggesting, the summer day itself boasted nothing of warmth, youthfulness and
juvenation. In lieu of all that, all he felt was mugginess, unbearable heat, and the
distinct feeling that things were not going as well as he thought it could be.

“What do you mean you forgot? I distinctively remembered telling you many
a time that it was happening this evening! You were mumbling that ‘yes yes I
remember’ nonsense each time I said it, as though I were some nagging old
hag. I thought that you actually remembered it this time, but apparently, you did
all that just to brush me off. Just what do you think you are up to?”

Antony stared at his cool passion fruit mocktail on the wooden table under
the large sun umbrella, trying his best to avoid looking at the visage of the owner
of the voice that was berating him.

“I am talking to you, Antony!” Juliet bellowed as she stamped her foot in
anger.

“Yes, yes, I heard you. . . ” Antony replied with a resigned air.
“Don’t pull that bullshit on me again! Don’t you tell me ‘yes yes I heard you’

just to brush me off. . . ”
“I’m not!” Antony replied irritably before finally looking up from his mocktail
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6 CHAPTER 1. THE GIRL OF HIGH SOCIETY

to look at her.
Juliet was standing and staring down at him, her brown eyes slicing through

the hot and humid air like the super heated blast of the Concorde soaring through
the skies. Her brown eyes were framed under some well cut bangs, a hime
or princess cut, like long vertical curtains. The rest of her dark black hair was
straight as well, further giving definition to her fuming face. Her lips were in a
pout—they looked alluring under the natural coloured lipstick. His eyes strayed
down from hers down past her lips to take in the whole of her upper torso, a pe-
tite figure accentuated by the thin spaghetti-strapped camisole-like top which
revealed much of her neck and shoulders. He did not dare look further down,
because he knew that her arms were in akimbo, and that she was in a foul mood.
A really foul mood. A foul mood that he had not really seen in a while anyway.

That did not stop him from taking in her beauty for that moment though, a
moment which wasmercilessly short as his attention was snapped back to reality.

“Look,” Juliet finally said through gritted teeth, “I’m not trying to force you
to join the midsummer garden party that my parents are throwing this evening,
but you did promise that you would show up with me, and I had promised my
parents that I would be there. . . with you. And I don’t really want to disappoint
them. . . ” Juliet’s anger had seemed to lose its fervour and had de-escalated into
just a puff of hot air.

Antony sighed to himself in relief. Juliet was a wonderful girlfriend, but when
she was in an all out rage, she would hear nothing and nobody, not even herself,
which was very annoying, considering everything. Her cooling down meant that
what was being said now would have a good chance of actually being heard.

“Julie, I’m sorry I forgot about the party. I kept thinking that it was going to
be next week for some reason. I know it’s not much of an excuse,” Antony quickly
added before Juliet could protest, “but I promise that I will make it up to you.
There’s a theme associated with this midsummer party right? Something about
the fair folk?”

“Yes,” Juliet said as she sat back down on her deck chair just next to Antony
under the umbrella-covered table. “Of course, we aren’t talking about themodern
kind of ‘fair folk’, but something along the lines of faeries and elves, you know,
the kind from the Shakespeare play.”

Antony nodded his head quietly as he listened.
“So I should dress up then?”
“Yes, and I recommend that you first read up on what exactly it means to

be a part of a midsummer party. I really don’t want you to come and then. . .
embarrass all of us. My parents are expecting some people from high society to
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join in the merriment, so for goodness sake don’t draw unnecessary attention to
yourself.”

Antony gave Juliet a very strange look. He was not known to be a trouble-
maker of any sort, but that kind of condescending air that she just displayed was
as though he had been slapped on the wrists with a caution on something that he
was not planning on flubbing in the first place. In his mind, he started conjuring
up a thousand and one different retorts against what she had just said to him,
but decided against it. Having her flare up once was bad enough—there was just
no need to have it happen again. And so soon too.

He nodded his head quietly without replying.
“Good,” Juliet said as she sipped her drink. Unconsciously, Antony took a

quick glance at his watch—it was nearing eleven. They had been out under that
umbrella covered picnic table for nearly three hours. Tempers had ran all over
the place, and there was that evening midsummer party to attend to. He was
suddenly very conscious of the amount of time he had left to get anything done.

“Yes, I think we should head back. It has been a lovely Saturday morning so
far, except for the bit where you told me you forgot about the party this evening.
That was. . . irritating. I really hope you’d stop doing things like that; it is really
unbecoming of someone who is about to enter into high society,” Juliet said
not unkindly before slurping up the last bits of her mocktail. Antony just sighed
quietly to himself and finished up his own drink before the two of them got up
and away from the picnic tables.

Antony held Juliet’s hand as the two of them strolled lazily together towards
the parking lot. True, the weather was hot and muggy, and he was feeling as
though he were in sauna, but that discomfort was slowly fading away with each
step that he took with Juliet right beside him. She was walking very close to him,
their arms almost rubbing each other on each step as their hands were clasped
in the universal lovers’ sign. Moments of bliss as they steadily made their way
towards the parking lot.

Not much was really going through Antony’s mind then, and really, there was
no reason why anything ought to after all. He enjoyed going out with Juliet, not
because she was a rich man’s daughter, nor because she was very pretty to boot,
but for moments like this where they were just quietly walking along and enjoying
each other’s company. Companionship, a word that Antony knew described what
he wanted out of their relationship the most. It was something to look forward
to, to savour, to muse about and ultimately to live up to.

She was his first girlfriend in a very long time. There were, of course, others
before Juliet, but they did not count. ‘They were all girls, immature and always
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looking for ways to take advantage of the fact that I was so desperately in need
of love and attention from them back in the day. None of them count, not in the
way that Juliet counts, that’s for sure,’ Antony thought to himself as he stole a
quick glance at Juliet.

Even in side profile, Juliet looked striking, her hime cut looking even more
dollish from the side. Her nose was aquiline, a prominent feature for all who were
from her family, which cut through the sunlight like a hot knife through butter. It
gave her a formidable appearance, if not for the feminising effects of the long
hair and hime cut. Her eye lashes were real and long; Antony estimated that
they were at least ten millimetres long, but he never had the opportunity nor the
courage to attempt to actually measure them with a ruler or tape measure. It
was not important anyway to know just how long they truly were.

As though she had sensed him stealing a look at her, Juliet quietly smiled
with the tell-tale uprising of the corners of her lips.

“Can’t get enough of me huh?” Juliet said as she turned to look at Antony in
the eye.

“No. Did I ever mention that you are beautiful?” Antony replied dreamily.
“I suppose. . . but just not today.”
“No, not yet I think,” Antony said with an air of almost regret.
“It doesn’t matter—still it is nice to hear it from you,” Juliet replied sweetly

as they finally arrived at the parking lot.
The parking lot at the park that they were at was at odds with the rustic am-

bience that the park development board had tried to set up. For one, it looked
too modernised with lots of chrome fences and aspalt covered lots; some spots
even had a covered walkway that was built next to them. That stood in strong
contrast with all the rocks and natural masonry that the rest of the park seemed
to have as a dominant theme.

Of course there was also that odd bar in the park, like the one that Juliet and
Antony had just been not too long ago to cool off after having walked through
the park together for a bit.

But there was still an overall theme that seemed to be violated by the pres-
ence of the modern manifestations of the parking lots.

The two of them soon found Juliet’s two-seater parked under the shade of
some rather impressive trees. It was a convertible of some sort, and at that
point the top was actually up. It would be a mistake to not keep the top up of a
convertible, especially when it was driven in a place where summer storms come
as often as the daily bowel movement with roughly the same or stronger intensity.
Antony could never remember the brand and type of the car since it had some
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rather obscure Italian name that was not Ferrari nor Lamborghini. It was a gift
from Juliet’s father to her on her twenty-first birthday, and that had happened
roughly five years ago. Antony found it amusing that she had not traded up her
car yet, nor had she crashed it. He had mentioned both scenarios to her jokingly,
and her reply for the first was that there was nothing that she could trade up to
considering the level of prestige that the obscure Italian brand held and that of
the second was that she was not a squeamish nor careless driver, and that she
actually loved driving her car around.

Antony could not remember if there was a fight then about that, or if Juliet
merely took it as the joke it was supposed to be. That question came about
around a year ago, and in the time that had passed, Antony had learned so much
about Juliet and her ways that he knew he had little space in his mind to remem-
ber everything that had been said.

Juliet pressed a button on her key fob and the signal lights on the car blinked
twice before the familiar unbolting sound appeared to signal that the doors were
unlocked. She got into the driver’s seat while Antony carefully hopped into the
sole passenger’s. Juliet pressed a couple more buttons on the dashboard and
the convertible top started putting itself away as the engine started and the doors
closed automatically (but gently).

Despite having sat in the car for countless times, Antony still could not get
over the features of that car. It looked like it was some kind of ordinary super
car—an oxymoron if there was one—but it operated like it was in a class of its
own. Discrete buttons and display screens everywhere hid the fact that the car
actually had more intelligence and mechanisms built into it when compared to
a regular old super car. ‘A super-duper car,’ Antony had once told himself, but
that was a long time ago. He had tried to look up the details of the car online,
but there seemed to be no information on it whatsoever.

He had long since given up figuring out the details of the car and instead just
tried to enjoy riding in it with Juliet driving them around.

Antony did not have a car of his own, but even then he still had a driver’s
license which he would use whenever he had to rent a car to run some errands.
That was true both before and after he met Juliet. Grocery shopping was one
of those things that Antony knew that Juliet’s super-duper car was too showy
to use in comparison to a simple sedan that he could rent cheaply under the
car-sharing scheme that he had signed up with in the city.

Juliet checked and adjusted her mirrors and looked at Antony one last tim to
ensure that his seat belt was on before reversing out her car from the parking lot
and manoeuvring it towards the exit gantry.
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“Would you like me to come pick you up for this evening, Antony?” Juliet
asked as she drove the car out onto the main road and picked up speed.

“I don’t mind, but won’t you be busy in the setting up process with your par-
ents at the midsummer party this evening?”

“Not a problem,” Juliet replied dismissively. “The preparation work and re-
ception team has already been settled among the house staff, and they don’t
really need me around until roughly when the guests are coming. The invitation
was rather explicit and strict about the late policy, so I should have time to come
pick you up before we show up together. Besides, it’s not like we’re going to wear
evening gowns and tuxedos to the midsummer party. . . ”

“We aren’t?” Antony replied, somewhat confused. “I thought that was what
you were trying to tell me to do when you first informed me about this.”

“Don’t be daft—I strongly suggest that you read up about this midsummer
party that we have first before deciding what to wear.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just. . . you know, tell me what it is now?”
“While I’m driving? Sure why not?” Juliet said with a trace of sarcasm in her

voice. “Seriously though, tunics.”
“Tunics?” Antony replied puzzledly as the scenery outside whizzed past them.
“Tunics,” Juliet replied without any additional emotion.
“Tunics,” Antony mumbled to himself.
“Eh?” Juliet replied without glancing at him. Antony quickly said that it was

nothing.
That was another peculiar property of the car. Despite being a convertible

that had its top down while it was doing around eighty to ninety kilometres per
hour on the road, there was none of the gusty wind sounds that one would expect.
In fact, it sounded more like it was a regular sedan car, where the only sound that
could be heard was the nearly silent whirring of the engine.

It was definitely some kind of secret technology thing that the car had that
was probably not published anywhere, and it just made that car all the more
mysterious.

“But it is no Bat Mobile for sure,” mumbled Antony to himself. He gave a
quick glance at Juliet, but she did not seem to have heard him. Or she did but
could not be bothered to reply—in either case it did not matter to him at all.

Antony looked out at the scenery that was passing by them. They were on
the highway of sorts, and were in the fastest lane permissible. It was definitely
a nice day out, and Antony was silently enjoying what he was seeing. He knew
that they were going to take the second exit that came by, and a couple of turns
after that they would reach his neighbourhood, where he lived in an apartment
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among a block of public housing flats.
Thinking about that caused Antony to hang his head in a bit of shame. He was

a couple of years older than Juliet, and like her he was still living with his parents
mostly to save on rent. But unlike her parents, his was at best only middle class,
and it showed somewhat through the fact that they still lived in public housing
apartments. Compared to similar dwellings elsewhere though, the quality of the
public housing apartments they lived in were considered to be high.

But comparing it to where Juliet stayed, it felt like a dump.
Antony sighed to himself quietly as Juliet expertly filtered her way to the exit

of the highway and executed the series of turns needed to get them to the porch
of the apartment. As the sleek convertible slowly came to a stop, Antony looked
about him and hoped to see. . . no one. It was not often that Juliet would come
over to visit him in her car, and given the circumstances, he really did not want
any of the neighbours to see him with her in that car in broad daylight—there
was always a way for gossip to just go all over the place for no rhyme or reason.

Juliet gently stopped the car at the porch, disengaged the transmission and
put on the parking brakes. Her hime cut hair was unruffled due to the mysteries
of the design of the convertible, and she leaned over to Antony ever so subtly.

“I’ll see you in a few hours, love,” she whispered before giving Antony a quick
peck to the cheek. “Remember to look up the midsummer party tradition, and
put a tunic on,” she called after him after he returned her quick peck and alighted
the car, his spine tingling with pleasure from the soft whisper.

He turned around and waved at her as she looked at him with adoring eyes
from behind the hime fringe before turning back to the fore, releasing the parking
brakes audibly and drove off after engaging the first gear.

Antony stood there for a while and watched Juliet merge back into the traffic
of the main road that was running next to the porch before she headed back on
to the highway in the other direction.

A soft breeze had started to blow through the porch. While it was still hot
and muggy out there (it had started to creep close to noon after all), the breeze
seemed to make it feel less so, and Antony stood there for a while, savouring
the wispy air flow through and past him. It felt like hours but it was likely to be
scant minutes before Antony realised that he probably should head back upstairs
before his parents started to ask. . . questions.

With a stolid face Antony pirouetted about the balls of his feet and walked
towards the elevator lobby and pushed one of the buttons that called for one, his
mind starting to lose its happiness with Juliet and taking on something that was
definitely more dreadful in feel. He wondered if his parents were already awake
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and out of the house, or if they had decided to laze about at home since it was a
Saturday after all. Deep inside him, he would preferred that they were out of the
house doing something else, but he knew that it was mostly wishful thinking.

With a soft “ding” an elevator had arrived on the ground floor and opened up
its doors as it was accompanied by the pronouncements of a recorded female
voice. Antony stepped quickly into the elevator and pushed the button labelled
seventeen. Instinctively he reached for the door close button but his eyes quickly
registered that the elevator he was on was the one where that button was missing
no thanks to some vandals who thought it was a good idea to prise elevator but-
tons and take them home as some kind of trophy. It was a bad enough situation
that all about the ground floor (and on some “strategically selected” floors) there
were posters everywhere pointing out how elevator button prising was a form of
vandalism and how vandalism was an offense, and how there was going to be a
step up of enforcement actions taken by the police through the augmentation of
various closed circuit cameras. Antony had seen those CCTV cameras, but they
always felt ersatz to him for some reason; perhaps it was because he had never
really seen any cabling that linked those installed CCTV cameras with something.

The doors of the elevator closed on its own time (one that Antony felt was way
too long) and with a series of dings the elevator slowly raised itself past each of
the numbered floors till the seventeenth was reached.

A final series of dings punctuated the automatic opening of the elevator
doors, and Antony quickly stepped through them. He had been paranoid of get-
ting trapped in between elevator doors ever since the day he read the news about
some old woman who found herself in exactly that situation and had nearly died
when the doors failed to sense that she was caught in between while the elevator
itself started to move downwards. It had been all over the papers and Antony was
very sure that he did not want to be in that situation, ever.

The elevator ride up had the strange effect of modifying Antony’s affect. Gone
was the Antony who had just enjoyed a delightful morning with Juliet, his girlf-
friend. What remained was the stoic face of Antony, the poker face that he put
on whenever he had to face his parents.

He walked along the corridor until he reached the end. Pulling out a bunch
of keys, he quickly unlocked the padlock, the door grill and the door itself before
stepping into the apartment. It was quiet, for the moment. Not wanting to push
his luck too much, Antony quickly but silently locked up the doors behind him
before he sat down on the floor to remove his sandals.

“Le-kun, are you back?”
‘Shit,’ Antony muttered under his breath. His mother was up—and he knew he
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had to reply quickly before she started to nag at him once again.
“Yes Ma, I’m home. I need to go out again this evening.”
“What? Did you forget that we are going to visit your grand-aunt’s place this

evening?”
“No Ma, I told you about this thing I have to go, right?” Antony replied quickly

as he put his sandals on the shoe rack. He could not really remember if he
had actually told his parents about the midsummer party that he was going to
at Juliet’s place, particularly since he had screwed up the memory of the date
itself that was quickly and mercilessly corrected by Juliet just earlier. Still, if
he answered quickly enough, it would sound confident enough to be completely
convincing. Or that was what he thought ought to happen.

“You didn’t say anything about anything happening this evening, but you did
mentioning some party thing that you had to attend next week?”

‘Shit, so I did tell her the wrong date, and she had remembered,’ thought
Antony to himself out loud. It was going to be hard to weasel out of this one.
Already he could see the aftermath—his parents getting their way and forcing
him to join them to visit a grand-aunt that he did not know much about while
Juliet blowing her top off when he had to tell her that he could not really go for
the party that her parents were throwing, all because of his colossal screw up.
Desperate, he tried again.

“No Ma, I said it was this evening. I think you were confusing it with some-
thing else. Next week is the hang out session that I had promised Fatty Leong
some time back. You remember Fatty Leong right, from secondary school?”

“Is it?” Antony’s mother said as she emerged from the kitchen through the
archway, her kitchen knife still in her hand. Antony stole a glance at the kitchen
knife and wondered why he could not hear her chopping anything, but he did not
try to draw any attention to that but instead attempted to reply her smoothly.

“Oh I see, I must have messed up the dates in my head. I guess I’ll have
to tell your grand-aunt that you won’t be there then,” Antony’s mother replied
resignedly before turning back into the kitchen.

Antony took the opportunity of her back being turned to immediately make
his way back into the safety of his bedroom, where he could finally close and lock
the door and think about things away from his parents.

Safe in the confines of his bedroom at last, Antony heaved a sigh of relief
and collapsed onto his unmade bed, his eyes unfocused but staring straight at
the ceiling. He had not seen his father, but was in no rush to do so, considering
the near miss he had with his mother scant seconds before.

It was not like there was anything particular bad between him and his parents,
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but it was just that as a twenty-eight-year-old adult, Antony was starting to feel
the squeeze from having to stay at his parent’s place all these time. He knew that
he was an adult, and that he was independent or the most part, but somehow his
parents never really saw him as being an adult—in their eyes and minds, he was
still the same kid from back in the days of secondary school, precocious and
requiring constant supervision to ensure that he was not getting into random
pieces of trouble on his own. It was overbearing then, but now, it felt ten times
worse.

That was part of the reason why he still had not introduced Juliet to his par-
ents yet.

The other part was that he knew they were rather conscious of the fact that
they were not rich people. It was something that he had picked up over the
years. Thanks to his general academic abilities, Antony had found himself going
to good schools for most of his school-going years. And such schools had many
students who came from well-off families, and he had been friends with quite a
few of them. There was that one time when he had invited one of his classmates
home to work on some project and the said friend’s father was the chief executive
officer of some medium sized enterprise. Antony’s parents, while trying to make
small talk to help put his classmate at ease, managed to figure out that from his
classmate, and their attitude towards that particular classmate started to turn
chilly. They had not banned Antony from inviting that said classmate over for
anything, but he could sense that they were not too happy to actually have that
classmate over. They did not behave rudely towards that classmate, but were
sufficiently chilly that Antony could sense it.

He was not sure if that classmate felt the same way he did.
So that was the first and the last time that Antony had invited anyone who

was well-off over for a visit, be it to get some project done or just to hang out.
The other thing that irked him a lot was that they were adamant at calling him

by the name they gave him: Le-kun. It was not a bad name per se, but he had
been known as Antony for the past ten years, mostly because it was definitely
much easier for people to remember “Antony” as compared to “Le-kun”. He
even went through the trouble to have “Antony” registered officially as a part
of his legal name, but still, they never called him that. It was always “Le-kun”.
Antony could not tell if they were deliberately trying to exert control over him by
demonstrating their power over his name, or if it is related to that old idea that he
was still the same kid from back in the days of secondary school. Frankly, Antony
never bothered to try to learn why, figuring that even if he did, it was irrelevant
and useless anyway.
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Antony continued to lie there on the bed and stared unfocusedly at the ceiling.
The ceiling itself was the very definition of middle class—it was just a white-
washed concrete. . . thing without any fancy accoutrements that could be found
in a far fancier ceiling. The ceiling lamp was not on, but it looked back at Antony
in an almost forlorn fashion. There was nothing particularly interesting to look
at at all, but still, there was a certain sense of comfort to be drawn from just
looking at the very ordinariness of the ceiling proper. As he continued looking at
the ceiling from his supine position on the bed, Antony could feel himself slowly
relaxing, starting first with the gradual slowing down of his breath, till he could
no longer realise that he had his eyes closed.

A large empty field, the sun overhead. It was bright. It was warm. Antony
looked about him. The field, it had nothing in its way, nothing whatsover. All
around him, he found that he could look all the way to the horizon, and perhaps
even further if he dared to strain his eyes a little bit more. It was a little discon-
certing at first, but it was not the first time that he had been in a field as large
and as open as this one. Large and open—something that caught his mind in
a way that was extremely hard to explain properly in words. Large and open—a
sense of freedom perhaps.

Antony just stood there, his arms deciding for themselves to stretch outwards
into the sky, as though he were worshipping the unseen sun that was the god of
his life. He looked up, his face bathing in the warm glow of mighty old Sol over-
head, his hands wide opened, his eyes closed, seeing nothing but the redness
that one would expect from looking at the sun through one’s eyelids.

A soft breeze blew up from somewhere, and Antony savoured it. It seemed to
be coming from his left—it was a lovely feeling. The breeze wafted through his
hair, caressed his fingers, slid between his clothes, as though it were a sensual
lover trying to find her way around him, to titillate and satisfy him in ways that
only a lover can. The strong contrast between the warmth and the cool brought
satisfying chills that ran up and down Antony’s spine.

But he did not care. He was still standing there. He was still looking up at
the sun, no wait, he had decided to keep his hands by his side as he brought his
head level to look forward again, his eyes open now, as open as any time that he
had been awake and walking about in the real world. The vividness of the field
and its surroundings caught him by surprise—never had he witnessed anything
that amazing in a long, long time. Once upon a time, he vaguely remembered a
scene very similar to this one, where he was alone in the middle of a large field
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of the greenest grass one could see, whose extent stretched on and on towards
the horizon, which gave the sharpest contrast between the brilliant azure of the
sky and the intense green of the grass. The sky’s azure was highlighted by the
billowy clouds that seemed to hang about like sky sheep, sky sheep that seemed
to want to graze and gaze upon the dream fields of grass directly below them.
There was no pain, no one else, just him and an indescribable joy.

Antony had spent a long time trying to find that field of green and azure, but
that never seemed to happen to him again. He could never figure out why, but no
matter—he was experiencing it again today. Today! Today again after so many
long years! He found this wonderful place again! Joy is insufficient to describe
the kind of elation that Antony was experiencing—it was definitely more than just
mere joy and euphoria. Was it satisfaction? He cannot tell.

Excited and wholly aware of where he was now, Antony took a tentative step
forward. That step, though small, seemed to elicit an old feeling that he had
nearly forgotten—there was that spring in the step that felt very familiar, like an
old friend who had come to pay him a visit after having gone away for a very long
time. It was a lovely sort of feeling, like as though he were in love once again.
Not the kind of infatuation love, not puppy love, but a blissful one, one full of the
sort of adult love that one could only dream of but few had truly attained.

“Love?” Antony muttered to himself before shaking his head ever so gently
to the side. That did not feel right—he was in the middle of his infinite green
field, the one place that had seemed so right so long ago. ‘What has love got to
do with anything about this place?’ Antony thought to himself.

“Plenty!” A Deep Bass Voice boomed from everywhere and nowhere at once.
Slowly things were starting to come back to Antony—he remembered that odd vo-
cal effect, as though it were part of another story. Antony took a deep breath and
held on to it, waiting for further indications of the unseen omnipresent speaker.

“Are you actually waiting for me to say something?” The same Deep Bass
Voice intoned once again after an indeterminate amount of time. Antony stood
still in the middle of the field, his head cocked to a side, his mind thinking a little
bit more. He was not afraid of the Deep Bass Voice, but nevertheless, having
such a Deep Bass Voice booming from both everywhere and nowhere at once
was rather disconcerting. He could never really tell how that effect was achieved,
nor did he really wanted to find out.

“Yes, sure—why not?” Antony said out loud to no one in particular, but was
duly heard by whoever owned the Deep Bass Voice.

“Well, I think you’ve got your wish, don’t you think? But,” the Deep Bass Voice
continued, “enough of the idle chatter. Why did you come visit this place again?



17

Didn’t you swear the last time that you were here that you would never come
back here again? Didn’t you say that this place was not the place that you would
return because it was too boring? Didn’t you say that this was the place that you
felt was unrealistic and was stifling to your own development?”

“Well. . . I suppose I did. . . at some point,” Antony replied feeling somewhate
sheepish.

“In that case, why are you back here then?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed
once more from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Antony looked about him, his eyes darting from one green blade of grass to
the next, slowly making their gaze out to the horizon far, far away, sort of at a loss
of words. He could not remember if he had said any of the things that the Deep
Bass Voice said—there was literally no memory of anything from back in the day.
Had he really said any of those things? And if he did, what was it all supposed
to mean?

Antony took another small step forward. The small breeze that was meet-
ing him decided to change its direction and let another breeze take over. That
one felt a little more fresh, and came with greater vigour than the previosu one.
Antony could suddenly feel more of the chill than the warmth, and it was definitely
starting to scare him ever so slightly more.

The glorious beauty of the green grass suddenly felt like there wasmore yellow
than green, and that the grass themselves were actually geckos of some sort,
with a sickly yellow that was the colour of their skin. The azure sky looked less
brilliant, and seemed as though a thunder storm ws within reach as the shades
of blue turned darker and deeper. Even the billowy clouds above started to come
together as quickly as their guiding winds seem to push them to, and were hastily
transforming their pure white colours into deeper and darker shades of grey.
The sun above, hitherto providing unseen warmth and glowiness, was suddenly
feeling a little too shy and reducing its radiation, enough to let the first drop of
rain fall upon the head of Antony.

Within a few short moments, the few drops of rain that landed on Antony
started to increase into an unstoppable torrential downpour that thundered through
the wide field that led to the horizon. There was no echo since there was nothing
but grass to reflect sound on, yet it was still deafening as the rain came down
in sheets mercilessly. Antony found himself getting soaked through the skin,
but somehow did not feel anything about that, good or bad. He was not even
surprised at it at all, much to his own. . . surprise.

High above him, a thunderous boom was quickly heard, yet he knew that it
was just an ordinary boom, since it did not appear everywhere and nowhere at
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once. That gave him a little bit of comfort without any good sort of reason. The
rain was positively brutal now, with visibility reduced to something that was less
than an arm’s length. Antony could not see anything in front of him except the
thick grey that was the rain drops in their terminal velocity, with the rain pelting
him hard from the top. Despite it all, he felt no pain and heaviness; just a kind
of wetness that one would expect from standing in the rain.

Seemingly undeterred by both what the Deep Bass Voice said and the rain,
Antony took another step forward in the field. As his foot reached out towards
the step, he seemed to land on nothing before falling through the ground. . .

. . . and found himself back in bed.

“What the bloody hell was that all about?” Antony muttered to himself when
he realised that he was once again staring at the ceiling of his bedroom. There
were no fields of saturated green, and there was definitely no sign of any form of
brilliant azure sky any where. All there was immediately viewable was that simple
ceiling up above, where the light was still not on, the very same ceiling that he
had seen from the very beginning so many years ago.

Antony lazed there a bit more and tried to relax, but his eyes refused to de-
focus themselves. Irate, he did a quick sit up and sat upright on his bed, his
face now facing the door that he had closed behind him some time ago when
he sneaked back into his room as quickly as he could to reduce the amount of
interactions that he had with his parents.

‘Wait. . . some time ago. . . just how long ago was that?’ Antony thought to
himself as he hastily glanced at the wall clock that was just on the other side
of the room. It read twelve thirty. It was just a nap, just a small nap that he
had taken without any rhyme nor reason. Antony shook his head, as though he
were trying to clear it before standing upright once again. He walked over to his
computer desk determinedly—he was not going to give Juliet any cause to get
annoyed at him once again since one mess up was good enough and there was
really no need for another one, especially in front of her parents. He sat down
in front of his computer and hit the power button. The fans on the computer
whirred up quickly and the rest of the computer started up accordingly.

Antony sat in his chair and looked at the blank computer screen thoughtfully.
What exactly was the midsummer party all about? He had never heard of this
thing prior to knowing Juliet, and even after knowing her, he was none the wiser
on what exactly the midsummer party was all about.

He was even more skeptical that it was possible to actually hunt up informa-
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tion about it on the Internet. He was very certain that the whole “midsummer
party” was just something that was unique to Juliet and her family in a very es-
oteric sort of way. There was of course only one other way to find out, but to do
that he would have to wait for his computer to complete its boot up sequence.

A familiar log in screen presented itself to Antony and he quickly typed in his
user name and password before hitting the enter key. A small graphic showed
up indicating that work was being done before he was unceremoniously dumped
into the desktop manager of his computer. Navigating quickly, he pulled up the
web browser and typed midsummer party into the search bar and hit the enter
key once again, certain that nothing relevant would actually show up.

“What the hey. . . why is there so many web pages talking about the midsum-
mer party? And they aren’t even about the usual lantern festival things either—
Juliet had pointed out very clearly that it was most definitely not that. But why
didn’t she bother to just tell me directly what it was all about in the first place?”
Antony muttered to himself as he eyed the list of search results in front of him.
Feeling a little lucky, he quickly clicked on the first link and was sent to another
spot on the World Wide Web. The page was simple—black text on white—with
little graphics or videos. It had, however, a rather readable hunk of text which
began with the title “The Midsummer Party—A Colonial Tradition”.

The Midsummer Party—A Colonial Tradition
The Midsummer Party is an old tradition dating from the late nine-

teenth century. The original purpose of the party was a type of wor-
ship of the faerie folk that had existed in the European continent that
found its roots from the fifteenth century. Faerie folk were ubiquitous
back then, and it was widely believed that they had a very large im-
pact on the lives of the people who lived near them, more so than any
other gods that might have existed and having parallel worship.

The original Midsummer Party was a traditional get together of
folk in the villages to celebrate the existence of the faerie folk by
sharing all the good fortune that had been occurring throughout the
village. Food and drinks are left out in various corners of the village
houses and the surrounding areas as a means of thanking the faerie
folk that had helped the families in the village survive yet another year.
Some have said that the Midsummer Party was more of a means of
appeasing the faerie folk to reduce their propensity for mischief, and
was thought of to bemore of an act of fear than an act of thanksgiving,
but that perspective has tended to belong to the minority.



20 CHAPTER 1. THE GIRL OF HIGH SOCIETY

Over time, as some of the Europeans migrated around the world,
the idea of a Midsummer Party started to lose fervour, mostly due
to the perception that once one was farther away from one’s original
home lands where the faerie folk were located, one was less likely to
be under their immediate and direct influence, which suggested that
there was little to no need to perform any form of ritual appeasement
to them. It seemed to be the case for a while until a string of unfor-
tunate incidents occurred as far as the colonies out in the Far East.
Such incidents were unprecedented and were at times rather cruel.
People had been reported missing after having merely stepped out
of their house for a quick smoke, only to be found hours later miles
away from where they first left the house. There were also instances
of thieving, where gold and other valuables would mysteriously dis-
appear from where they were placed, and that included being inside
locked strong boxes or even bank vaults.

There did not seem to be any pattern behind all the incidences,
but the sheer number of them occurring in a short period of time cou-
pled with the unmistakeable smell of flowers convinced enough peo-
ple to think about old superstitions and beliefs that they once had.
Eventually, someone realised that the incidences witnessed shared
similar traits with some very old tales on how people who failed to
honour the faerie folk were treated by those that they had failed to
respect and honour and give thanks to. From that day on all the Eu-
ropeans who had migrated started re-creating their local version of
the Midsummer Party to give thanks to the faerie folk to help avert
any more weird disasters.

Ironically, such practices were obsolete back in the Old Continent
just as a matter of the passage of time. The original Midsummer Par-
ties had started to grow larger and more extravagant to the point
where it was no longer making any more economical sense to con-
tinue. As a result, such parties back in the Old Continent were scaled
back till they were eventually cast by the wayside, to no ill effects.

But of course, the Midsummer Party lived on among those who
have migrated.

Today, the Midsummer Party has taken on extra meanings behind
it, as more than the original European migrants celebrate in it as
well. The local versions of the Midsummer Party as organised by the
original European migrants took on an increasing amount of local
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variation, which included thanksgiving to the original faerie folk and
added in the local variants of a similar nature. However, such Mid-
summer Parties are not always celebrated by the local natives—it is
usually those who can trace a lineage back to an original European
migrant ancestor that carry on the tradition. There had been tales of
how various calamities befell the local natives who had a European
ancestor but did not follow in the tradition of celebrating and giving
thanks to the faerie folk.

“Holy shit,” Antony muttered to himself out loud. “That Midsummer Party
thing is actually real, and it is not some kind of social party. I wonder why Juliet
told me to put on my tunic.”

Antony scanned more of the page until he came across a paragraph far below
under the section of “Customs to Follow”. It basically said that it was necessary
to be dressed in attire in which the faerie folk could understand and recognise
so as to allow them to know who had held the Midsummer Party in their honour
and who had not, mostly because the same faerie folk do not recognise any of
the more modern and “new” clothing type as anything worthy of their observation
and recognition. It also said that tradition was a very big thing with the faerie
folk, and by not wearing a tunic, it was taken as a strong indication that one was
likely to stop following the tradition of holding a Midsummer Party at some point
in the future, which made the faerie folk ever more likely to pay closer attention
to one’s transgressions, and to immediately punish without impunity when they
had the chance.

Antony slumped back into his chair and looked away from his screen, his mind
shocked at what he just read. He then thought about the day when Juliet talked
to him about getting him a tunic, something that he thought was just some kind
of cosplay fun, something that he did not really think much about at that time.
He was very much in love with her then—roughly the same as now, but with a little
less infatuation as compared to earlier—and just followed her whims and fancies
and bought a tunic that they had picked out together from a shop that looked
like something that came from an old fairy tale. The more he thought about it,
the more creeped out he was starting to feel—was Juliet really that into him that
she would have planned all these even as they were first dating each other?

It was just something that Antony had not really thought much about, but with
the Midsummer Party so close (only a few more hours to go!), things started to
get a little ominous in his head. He was not freaking out yet, but he did not really
want to deal with anything relating to the supernatural if he could help it; it was,
after all, something that was out of his control.
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Antony checked his feelings and thought a little more rationally about the
situation. True, he was going to the Midsummer Party at Juliet’s parents’ place
dressed in a silly tunic, but there were many bright sides to it all. Firstly, he
knew that Juliet had been serious about him from the start, since they did buy
that tunic even before she ever told him about the Midsummer Party. Secondly,
she was taking him to visit her parents, another clear indicator that she was
really serious about their relationship. And thirdly, he did not feel anything weird
before it all, and even the write up on the Midsummer Party mentioned nothing
particularly nefarious that happened—it was still largely a party, except it involved
some dressing up and had a symbolic meaning behind it, and that was all.

“And that was all,” Antony said out loud, as though to reassure himself of his
choices and understanding. Then, without any rhyme nor reason, he started to
chuckle to himself quietly.

He glanced at the clock again—it was barely past quarter to one. He defi-
nitely had some time to kill, and so he sat upright once again and navigated on
his computer until he pulled up the latest computer game that he had recently
purchased but had not had the chance to play with just yet.

The hours passed by quickly as Antony dispatched wave after wave of zombie
goblins in-game with his formidable avatar using the most terrifying magic spells
that the game had to offer at his current level. Throughout the incessant clicking
on the mouse and furious keyboard action, he kept a steady eye against the small
digital clock that was next to his monitor. Having missed a final exam back in
college due to playing computer games without paying attention to the time, he
had since make it mandatory to have a clock somewhere within view no matter
what he was doing, computer game playing included.

Antony glanced at the clock next to him. It was almost time. He sighed and
dispatched the closest wave of monsters that had just spawned in-game and
quickly cast a town portal spell to take him back into the safe areas of town. With
his avatar now immune from the spawned monsters, Antony made a quick save
and exited the game program. A short while later, he was back at the desktop
manager of his computer.

He locked the screen through a keyboard short cut before standing up to
stretch himself. He looked at the clock: four thirty. The party was to start at
around six, but Juliet was coming to pick him up at around five. And he did not
really want to keep Juliet waiting, partly because of his lightly bruised machismo
when he was seen being picked up by his girlfriend, and partly because said
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girlfriend was also driving a super-duper car that no one else seemed to have
seen before.

Besides, it was just rude to let someone who had offered to pick one up late.
Antony threw open the doors of his wardrobe and looked at the pile of clothes

that he had stuffed in unceremoniously. Apart from his standard work clothes of
long sleeves and dress pants, everything else was in a serious case of disarray,
with shirts and pants all over the wardrobe folded in a manner that resembled
an experiment testing the second law of thermodynamics.

“I should really clean up this place,” muttered Antony to himself as he stepped
forward and ducked down to look for the unopened plastic bag that held the
tunic that Juliet and he had bought a few months ago. He rummaged through his
clothes, moving small piles around, until his hand came into contact with the tell-
tale crinkle that came with all plastic bags that contained clothes. He grabbed it
and tried to bring it out, but it seemed to be stuck under something. Annoyed at
the wasted time, Antony gave it a tug and soon found himself standing outside
his wardrobe with a packet of. . . clothing in the bag.

“Urgh. I’m totally fuckin’ Link,” Antony groaned as he stared at what he held
in his hand. He had completely forgotten that the tunic that Juliet and he had
bought was a lime green affair.

“Lime fucking green. What the hell was I thinking at that time to get a lime
green tunic?” Antony muttered to himself as he took off his T-shirt and put on
the tunic. It fit around him rather loosely and ended somewhere where his knees
were. He looked in the mirror—despite the loose fit, it still seemed to look fairly
good on him. Then he remembered why it looked fairly good on him.

‘Because it was altered on the spot when we went there to shop for the tunics
in the first place. Argh. . . this is starting to become rather annoying. Why am
I forgetting all these things? Also, I think I should wear some pants. This is
starting to look like a damn dress if I’m not careful,’ Antony thought to himself
as he dived back into his wardrobe to search for a suitable pair of pants. He
grabbed a couple of jeans here and there, but thought better of them as it was,
despite what Juliet said earlier, a fairly formal sort of event, even though it had
“party” in its name and the people were expected to dress funnily in tunics.

In the end, he grabbed the one white dress pants that he had and put that
on instead. Much to his added annoyance, he could not remember why did he
even have that one white dress pants when all his other dress pants were in
various shades of black, ultramarine and deep brown. He frowned to himself
before checking out how the ensemble looked like on him in the mirror.

Apart from the lime green affair, everything else seemed to be just the right
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fit, and if he did not look dapper, at least he was looking presentable. That ought
to be good enough in terms of setting up good impressions with everyone that
would be at the midsummer party, and probably even Juliet’s parents.

As he combed his hair with styling cream to shape his hair up more carefully,
Antony started thinking about Juliet’s parents and how they were like. Juliet
hardly ever talked about them because he found that he was drawing up a blank
rather consistently when he tried to think of their mannerisms, their view points
and other related things.

“Aw fuck, shoes or sandals? I knew I should’ve read that article more care-
fully. . . but. . . oh crap, I have around ten minutes left before she arrives! I think. . .
I’ll go with sandals. They seem to work well with this faux indian look, and I don’t
have to hunt for socks. Okay, I’ll do just that,” Antony muttered as he grabbed
his keys and threw open his bedroom door.

“Oh? You’re going out again?” A disembodied voice seemed to float from
the kitchen.

“Yes Ma, am heading out to a friend’s party,” Antony replied as he quickly
grabbed his sandals from the shoe rack. His father was nowhere to be found;
maybe he had gone for a walk or something, that was something that he would
do ever so often. Antony brushed aside that thought aside for the moment and
quickly slipped on his sandals before walking over to the main door to open it.
He glanced at the wall clock on the way—it was seven to five. He could make it
if he dodged the inevitable interrogation.

“Oh? Which friend is it?” The voice continued.
“Sorry Ma, can’t stay to chat—gotta go now!” Antony replied loudly as he

quickly slipped the padlock off the door grille, stepped out, locked everything up
and closed the main door through the locked door grille. He practically sprinted
towards the elevator lobby when he heard the soft “ding!” sound that he knew
meant that an elevator was just a floor up just from experience.

He got to the lobby and quickly slammed his palm into the closest “down”
button. Above him, he could her the door closing sound and the motors humming
and moving the elevator carriage down before a familiar “ding!” came on and
the doors whooshed open at his floor.

Antony stepped in quickly and saw that there was no one else around. He
pushed the button for the ground floor and waited for the doors to close so that
he could finally head to the rendezvous point and wait for Juliet. Seven minutes
to five—the elevator ride took less than twenty seconds, but sometimes the wait
time could go up to ten minutes due to the bad allocation algorithms that all
elevators seemed to be outfitted with. Time slowed to a crawl as the elevator
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made its way slowly down from the seventeenth floor. Apart from the change in
feel in the stomach and the occasional light shaft from the doors that opened
to each floor, there was nothing else to indicate that they were moving. The fad
of having transparent elevator walls had passed when it was decided that the
public housing apartments were to be redesigned to be as packed as possible—
the opaque walls worked well because it meant that a housing unit could be
allocated immediately next to the elevator with little fear of complaints about
privacy or the lack thereof.

The floor indicator was making its steady progress in the count down, and
Antony was glad. Living at a high floor meant that the elevator tended to stop a
few times along the way down to pick up more passengers who wanted to reach
the ground floor as well. But that day seemed to be special since he managed
to reach the ground floor without so much as a stop anywhere.

Antony looked at his left wrist to find out the time when he realised he had
forgotten to put on his watch. He cussed under his breath and waited impatiently
for the doors of the elevator to open. The “ding!” came on as the elevator reached
the ground floor and the doors parted ways at its own pace, seemingly ignoring
Antony’s impatience. Without a watch to tell him exactly how much time had
passed, he had no idea if he was going to be late or barely on time—perceived
time was always very elastic and unpredictable. So, when the doors were about
half opened, Antony just charged through them and walked briskly towards the
porch where Juliet had dropped him off earlier.

Whatever the real time was, he was definitely not late since neither Juliet nor
her convertible were anywhere to be found. Heaving out a sigh of relief Antony
stood at the porch for a good five seconds before he remembered that he was
wearing a ridiculous get up of a lime green tunic with white dress pants and
sandals, in full view of the neighbours. He could feel a blush coming on through
the warm tingling from the edge of his ears, but he tried to brush it off and
pretend to look cool by altering his standing pose.

Unfortunately, there was not much posing one could really do without any
usable accessories. In the end, Antony just stood with his weight on one leg
and kept his hands to his sides loosely with the intention of blending into the
background in the hopes that anyone who had seen him would think that he was
some other person than he.

As he scanned the road that fed into the entrance of the porch, he spotted a
familiar silhouette that effortlessly filtered into the entrance with nary an obnox-
ious sound before righting itself and stopping at the porch immediately next to
where Antony was standing.



26 CHAPTER 1. THE GIRL OF HIGH SOCIETY

“Heyo sweetie,” Antony said to the driver, who was not so obviously Juliet.
Unlike her earlier clothes, she was now wearing a tunic as well. But unlike

Antony’s. . . lime green affair, her tunic was a more subdued ultramarine with
gold thread trimmings along the hems. As always, her hime fringe cut stood out,
but Antony’s eyes never really stopped there—it was always a pleasure to ogle a
little at Juliet, because she was stunning after all. His eyes roamed down from
the hime fringe cut down to her eyes (mascara-ed for fullness of eyelashes), her
face (sufficient concealer to attain that ethereally flawless look), her lips (naturally
coloured lipstick to avoid “clown face syndrome”), her neck (single subdued look-
ing necklace of silver with a small locket hanging in the middle), her décolletage
(demure owing to the cut of the tunic), her bosoms (perky), her belly (flat), her
legs (bare).

Antony blinked his eyes hard. She was just wearing the tunic and nothing
else! In his mind, he was starting to panic a little.

“Hi hi! I think you look alright with the tunic. The pants were a nice touch—
technically not a part of the expected wear, but still acceptable if one’s not com-
fortable with just wearing a tunic. Anyway, what are you waiting for, get in the car!
We have some spare time, but on the way I saw a traffic accident in the opposite
direction that was slowing the entire traffic stream down because everyone and
their dog wants to slow down to ogle at the scene to be busybodies,” Juliet said
briskly as Antony opened up the door on the passenger side and hopped in.

“So we’re going to be late?” Antony asked as Juliet released the parking
breaks and moved off on the first gear.

“No, we’re not likely to be,” replied Juliet as she weaved back into the road
going opposite of where she came from. “I’d like to head back as soon as I can
though, mostly because it’s a real bear to be driving back during the midsummer
party while cutting it so close.”

“Why so?”
“Too many cars taking up too much space. I can definitely park at home, but

if the main road leading to the houses were full of cars, then there’s no way for
me to get my car back into the house, don’t you think so?”

Antony thought for a bit and agreed with her.
“Right. Did you manage to figure out what the midsummer party is all about?”

Juliet asked as she made her way onto the expressway.
“Yes. But tell me, why couldn’t you tell me up front what it was all about?”
“Are you sure that you have read everything you saw?” Juliet said, her furrows

frowning. “There’s no way I could tell you about it. You’re not quite family yet,
so the whole thing didn’t really involve you. It is not right for us to tell people
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like you the details on what goes on and the kinds of behaviour expected, mostly
because the few times anyone did that directly, they had some rather strange
things happen to them.”

Antony looked at Juliet with shock in his face.
“No way!” Antony exclaimed having finally decided the reply he wanted to

make.
“Way,” Juliet said. “If you don’t believe it, well, too bad, because you are

wrong but you don’t know it.”
Antony sat in the passenger’s seat in silence as Juliet drove on, strategically

weaving into lanes when it was clear the the car from that lane was not going
to move fast enough to pull ahead. It seemed reckless, but given the superior
handling of the vehicle relative to everything else that was on the road, it was
actually quite safe and inevitable.

But he was not caring about that, he felt a little miffed because of what Juliet
just said. It was a simple comment, for sure, but it felt like there was a hidden
barrier of some sort that he was suddenly made aware of, something that was
potentially insurmountable. It was mostly a hunch, and he did not know how
exactly to react nor what to say. In view of all that, he did the best thing possible—
he said nothing.

The drive back to Juliet’s house was uneventful, since neither had chosen
to speak with each other after that last comment. An uncomfortable coolness
seemed to have fallen between them, but neither was willing to be the first to
break through that, Juliet because she was concentrating on driving at a break-
neck speed while avoiding collisions along the way, Antony because his mind
was being weighed down by the words that he thought Juliet had said implicitly
without having said them explicitly.

A few short moments later, Juliet turned off the expressway and made a cou-
ple of other turns along roads that were increasingly remote relative to every
where else that Antony had known. He started paying more attention to his
surroundings—despite having gone out with Juliet for quite some time now, he
had never really been to her house, partly because there was hardly a need to,
and partly because he was secretly afraid of having to face her rather rich parents
in their dwelling when he was still not fully comfortable with his current social sta-
tus, no thanks to the kind of implicit enculturation that he obtained through the
various behaviours of his parents.

The road the Juliet just turned into was unlike any other. The aspalt that
tarred the road seemed to be better maintained—it looked smooth and evenly
textured, a deep pitch black, as though it were just laid scarcely a week ago. The
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kerb that lined the road was not made of the familiar concrete that one would
expect, but was an ornate pattern made of carefully laid bricks. Beyond the kerb
were strips of lawn nearly fivemetres wide on either side of the road, meticulously
trimmed to be of a consistent height and texture. And on top of them grew trees
of an oldish age—they were tall, majestic, and evenly spaced out upon the lawn
itself. Beyond the lawn Antony could spot the side walk, and that was paved with
gold and red bricks arranged in a consistent tessellation. Beyond that were the
front lawns of the various detached houses that constituted the domiciles of the
residents.

Juliet was driving slowly at that point, keeping to a speed that was under
fifty kilometres per hour, even though the road itself seemed devoid of any other
vehicles. He looked at her quizzically.

“Neighbourhood ordinance,” Juliet replied, seemingly having sensed Antony’s
unspoken query, “the neighbourhood committee had decided that to preserve
the serenity of the neighbourhood itself, all motor vehicles that use this main
road need to travel at the standard speed limit or less, even though the road
itself is straight as an arrow without any other major roads cutting across it.”

“Why would anyone who can afford to live here follow such a rule?” Antony
asked as Juliet started to slow down some more.

“Because the road itself is heavily monitored by everyone on the street here,
and anyone found to have breached the rules will be severely penalised, not
necessarily in the form of a fine, but through active measures that would impact
them socially as well, since everyone who lives here are those who are already
playing large roles in society today. That form of penalty is worse than any form
of monetary fine that anyone can come up,” Juliet replied matter-of-factly as she
made a left turn down a driveway.

“That’s harsh,” Antony said under his breath as he caught his first glimpse of
Juliet’s house.

“Well, it is not easy to create a type of penalty that punishes and prevents bad
behaviour when the people the rule is supposed to cover are rich and powerful.
The only way is to either subvert their riches or power, the former of which is hard
and likely to be easily fought back while the latter can be easier to implement
when one realises that power only exists because enough people decide that it
ought to exist. Anyway,” Juliet said as she down shifted the gear of her car to
slow it down, “we’re almost here. I think the rest of the guests have not arrived
yet, so the road towards the garage is still quite clear. We’ll park the car first,
and then I’ll take you to meet my parents. They have been interested in meeting
you ever since I told them that I had invited you to the midsummer party.”
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“Really?” Antony replied, a little apprehensive. “What did you tell them about
me?”

“Oh nothing much really, just general bits of information about you, and how
that we are dating. I think they are just curious at the kind of company I keep.”

“You don’t have other friends?”
“Well, apart from those who live on this street, I know only a handful of them,

and frankly, none of them would want to come all the way up here anyway.”
“Ah,” Antony replied with a certain sense of understanding.
Juliet stepped on the brakes slightly and disengaged the clutch gradually,

bringing the car to a complete stop. The engine purred impatiently for a bit,
anxious to be running on all cylinders at full speed again until she turned off the
ignition.

“We’re here!” Juliet said, her demeanour suddenly all bright and cheerful.
Antony unlocked the door and stepped out of the convertible.

They were in the garage of Juliet’s house, the size of which was definitely
larger than Antony’s parents’ apartment. Apart from Juliet’s car, there were two
other cars kept in there, a stately full-sized sedan, and another sporty looking car
not unlike Juliet’s. The garage itself was neat and tidy, with one far wall dedicated
to various tools and spare parts. To say that he was stunned was definitely an
understatement—he was, in addition to being stunned, in awe as well when it
finally dawned upon him that actual mechanical repair works to the vehicles was
done in the garage as well.

“It’s hard to find mechanic shops that are willing to take in any of our vehicles
for maintenance and repair, mostly because they are all semi-experimental vehi-
cles that boasts the highest performance that money cannot yet buy. Father says
it is something about their insurance—most shops do not carry enough insurance
to cover anything that involves working on these vehicles. So we just stock up
on some of the spare parts, have a few tools available, and invite the mechanics
over to perform maintenance and repairs in the garage instead. They can do
their job in peace and comfort without having to worry that they get bankrupt
due to the vehicles being damaged or stolen from their workshop,” Juliet replied
as she got out of her side of the car, as though she had heard once again of
Antony’s unspoken question.

She walked over to Antony and reached for his hand and grasped it. Startled
by the sudden warmth, Antony tore his eyes from the garage and turned around
to look at Juliet. She looked very lovely in her ultramarine tunic—regal and im-
posing, but without appearing overly overbearing. He looked past her hime fringe
cut and stared deep into her eyes, where a deep crimson flame of passion was
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burning ever so strongly.
Without a word, the two of them moved their heads together and closed their

eyes as their lips locked for a moment of bliss.

“Hi Father and Mother! This is Antony, the guy I am seeing now,” Juliet
declared to two elderly looking adults as she motioned her free hand towards
Antony.

He looked at the two people that Juliet just called her parents. Her father
was dressed in a deep Prussian blue tunic with gold trimmings, and was wearing
a pair of high leather sandals, the kind that one would expect from a Roman
legionnaire from back in the day. He was a stern looking man with a head of
thinning gray hair, but eyes of cold steel. His iris was deep brown to the point of
black, and his eyes seemed to penetrate everyone and anything that they choose
to look at. Antony could feel a little chill passing through him.

Juliet’s father offered his right hand out towards Antony to shake it, and the
latter stepped forward and grabbed the hand offered as confidently as he could
and gave it two solid pumps. Juliet’s father’s grip was as strong as his eyes were
penetrating, and Antony felt that he had just shook the hands of a gorilla.

Juliet’s mother was a full head shorter than her father, but she looked no less
stern than he did. If anything, she managed to outdo even him and looked pos-
itively terrifying. She was wearing a sky blue tunic and a similar pair of Roman-
styled sandals as her husband, but had a face that looked like it had won in a
stare down with Medusa. It was not an unpleasant face—it had enough lines
and features to suggest a certain softness, yet somehow her eyes managed to
take those soft features and wield them as though they were part of an obsidian
statue of a fearsome diety. She too offered her hand to Antony and he shook her
hand too, unsurprised that her grip was as formidable as her husband’s.

“Most charming I see. Antony is it?” Juliet’s father said in a strong baritone
voice, “I see that you have picked up on the tradition that we require for the mid-
summer party. Kudos! Though I would like to add that the additional pants that
you have put on is, strictly speaking, unnecessary. Nevertheless, I understand
that merely wearing a tunic and nothing else can be uncomfortable to someone
who is unused to our customs.”

Antony nodded vaguely in response as Juliet squeezed his hand a little.
“But that all said, you did fine. The trousers are strictly not necessary, but they

do not affect our customs negatively, and if it helps you feel comfortable then I
say it is fine!” Juliet’s mother nodded her head in support of what her husband
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said, and the both of them looked at Antony closely, who felt as though he were
being examined with a powerful microscope. He nodded again, not trusting his
voice to carry himself in the confident manner that he thought he was expected
to show.

“We shall let you two carry on then—there are some other things we need to
see to for now. Please feel at home and enjoy the evening!” Juliet’s father said
before nodding his head at both Juliet and Antony. With that, he and his wife
made their way to the other side of the garden to talk with a few other guests
who were there.

“Wow,” Antony let out when Juliet’s parents were out of hearing range. “What
was that about?”

“I think you did okay, if that was what you were asking,” Juliet said simply.
“Father and mother are not known to be extremely cordial people—they are more
often respected than feared, and more feared than loved. I think they gave their
stamp of approval just now.”

“Really? Despite me wearing this. . . lime green affair?”
“Yes, especially because you wore the lime green affair as you put it. I don’t

know if you’ve actually read up on the whole set of information on themidsummer
party, but if you did, you’re immediately understand that the colour of the tunic
is significant in some cases. There are three primary colours of tunics used in
the midsummer party—blue for those who were veterans of the custom, green for
related allies but not fully traceable along the lineage lines to someone who has
to follow the custom of thanking the faerie folk, and red for those had specific
favours they wanted to ask of the folk, either good favours to better themselves,
or neutralising favours to remove any existing hexes and curses that they seemed
to be having.”

“I. . . I didn’t realise there was a colour scheme involved,” Antony stammered
back in reply.

“How many web pages did you look up this information on?” Juliet asked.
“Uh. . . only one?”
Juliet sighed. “Good grief. . . anyway, I think we can make our way over the

main house. I can show you around before the main body of the guests arrive
and we have to participate in the midsummer party proper.”

Antony nodded his head. The whole place was a blur in his mind despite
his eyes actually seeing everything around him. He could not even tell how they
managed to get from the garage to the garden where the midsummer party was
held. He blamed it on his mind forgetting to process things the moment the two
of them shared that kiss. But now, having sobered up from the encounter with
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Juliet’s parents, he was eager to look around her place and to see for himself
how it was to be a person from high society.

What immediately caught his attention was the availability of large spaces. A
garden, the party was being held in a garden. Not a public one, but a garden that
was part of someone’s home. Not to mention the extra spaces beyond the lawns
that lead to the main road. Space—a premium—was extravagant. Despite being
in the middle of a large urbnised city, Antony was amazed that he could not ac-
tually see any tall buildings around where he was, as though the forests were still
around somehow and were hiding with the large trees. Greenery was abundant,
and he could have sworn that there were woods just nearby, even though it was
as incongruous with the fact that they were still in a heavily urbanised city.

Juliet held on to Antony’s hand and led him towards the main house. As they
walked towards the door, he soon realised that he was not actually in the front but
in the rear of the house itself. So the garden was actually in the back lawn instead
of the front lawn, which made it more incredible in terms of the amount of space
that was used. He could feel his mind blowing up from his near incomprehension
of what he was seeing with his very eyes.

As they walked up towards the main house, Antony started to examine the
house itself. It looked stately—a standard rectangular looking detached house
that stood in what seemed to be its own field in the middle of nowhere despite
being a part of the neighbourhood. It was a proper house too—whitewashed
walls, standard brown wood door, paned windows, and a red roof of some sort,
though he could not actually see the roof itself since he was so close to the
house, but could sort of guess through the overlapping shingles from the higher
floors. Yes, there were floors—three of them in fact.

Juliet led them to the rear door and carefully grasped the door knob and
opened it up. The immediate interior of the house was itself a vast contrast with
the exterior. If the outside looked like some Lousiana plantation house, then the
interior looked like something that rightfully belonged to a five-star hotel lobby.
Despite it being day light, the soft yellow glow of lamps in the interior kept it
from appearing too dark, and imparted a certain coziness to it. The decor was
akin to something that came from an old medieval castle, but with lots of modern
adjustments to bring it up to date.

But what amazed Antony was not the old-looking design and decor—it was
that on closer examination, he found that he was staring at a technologically
advanced house that was masquerading as an old looking place. There were
matte display screens that blended into the walls, and he could see that there
were some fittings that looked like they could be input panels or sensors of some
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sort. He looked at Juliet in surprise.
“Oh that,” she said when she saw what he was looking at, “part of an exper-

imental set up for the ‘smart home’ concept. Most of the house has all these
information panels wired up into it, and it has proven quite handy for the up-
keep. Father said we used to have two or three housekeepers just to maintain
the house, but after having all the ‘smart home’ technology set up, we could make
do with just one housekeeper, and even then it’s mostly to help present a human-
ising factor to everything since the system more or less runs itself to keep the
place going.”

“Wow,” Antony said as they stepped into the house proper, “I didn’t know that
you were so technology advanced. I mean, we’re participating in the midsummer
party involving faerie folk, and here you are telling me that you have your whole
house wired up to run itself automatically.”

Juliet shrugged. “I had nothing to do with all these—they were made and in-
stalled by the same company that made my car. I think Father has some dealings
with them but I don’t know the nature of those dealings. Want to check out the
living room then?”

Antony nodded his head. “Sure why not? Also, do we have to remove our
sandals when we’re in the house?”

“No need to. It’s western styled, so keep your sandals on. Besides, if the floor
is dirty for any reason, the house will figure out and clean it all up on its own, so
it’s not like you’re going to inconvenience anyone. Come on, the living room is
over this way. . . ”

Juliet half-dragged Antony with her towards the right, past a corridor with
other rooms connected to it. The doors leading to them were closed though,
and Antony did not know what they contained. The living room itself was at the
end of the corridor and looked particularly spacious. It had a lush carpet on
the floor and was framed by two recliner-styled couches. A faux fireplace with
realistic flames stood at the farthest end of the room. There were an assortment
of bookshelves here and there, with an upright piano standing unobtrusively in
the corner. Dark wood panels seemed to lined all the rest of the walls and the
ceiling itself looked ornate with specially carved borders along it where it met
the wall.

Apart from the faux fireplace, the living room seemed to be devoid of any
form of technological enhancement.

“Welcome to the living room! It’s actually quite traditional because Mother
said that she preferred that at least one room in the entire house maintained
a little bit of the old ways as much as it could, mostly as a way of reminding
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ourselves how it was all supposed to be like before all the technology. Also, she
said that it had something to do with the faerie folk, and that having everything
fully wired up was bound to annoy them in some way,” Juliet explained.

“What? This room was kept minimally wired up in case it annoyed the faerie
folk?” Antony replied, incredulous. The moment he said it, he knew he had hit a
raw nerve.

“Look, you may not believe in the faerie folk, but Father and Mother definitely
do. And while I cannot say I believe strongly in them, I have seen cases where
someone annoyed them enough to get into all sorts of trouble. And since this is
the house that my parents built and live in, can you just respect their beliefs and
not try to question anything and everything instead?” Juliet paused to catch a
breath, her face starting to turn a little red from finishing all of that diatribe in
one breath.

Antony looked at Juliet sheepishly, wishing that he had kept his mouth shut.
But, he had already said what he said, and so the least he could do was just to
not say anything anymore, especially since he had nothing good to say. Trying
to change the subject, he looked around the living room again and tried to make
some lame comment about the upright piano, but the damage had been done—
Juliet replied nonchalantly to his lame statement and an awkward silence fell
upon them.

“I think we should head back to the midsummer party, unless you want to
show me more of the house?” Antony said softly after a while.

“Yeah, we should head back to the party. The rest of the house are part of
the living quarters, so we’re talking about bedrooms and what-not. Those and
Father’s office are generally out-of-bounds, so I don’t really have anything else
to show you about the house. Let’s get back to the midsummer party before
anyone gets worried,” Juliet replied simply and grabbed hold of Antony’s hand
again before leading him out of the living room and back into the corridor.

Despite the warmth of her hand in his, Antony felt that something had defi-
nitely happened that he could not explain, and he knew in his gut that it was not
a good thing that had happened. But he silently told his gut to keep quiet and
tried to pay attention to his surroundings once again.

The two of them were back in the garden. There was no clock to tell the time,
but it was clear that dusk was fast approaching. The garden itself had started to
fill up with more guests, each of them wearing one of the three colours of tunics
that Juliet had explained to him earlier. Everyone seemed to be having a good
time, but for some reason, they felt a little strained, as though they were trying to
have fun without actually appearing as though they were having fun. Antony kept
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his observations to himself. Somehow, he knew that if he mentioned anything
else that evening, he was going to antagonise Juliet in a really bad way, and he
did not want to get into that position if he could help himself. Already he was
feeling like a fish out of water hobnobbing among the rich and the powerful in
this party built upon something that he did not believe in in the first place—he
had only appeared there because Juliet asked him to. He did not want to give
anyone the excuse of throwing him out due to some other faux pas.

He followed Juliet to a table that had a large spread of food on it, deliberately
slowing down so as to see how Juliet went about to get her share of food. It
was almost like a buffet, but instead of having paper plates and cheap plastic
utensils, it had proper small sized ceramic plates, solid silverware, and bite-
sized food chunks that made it easy to pick up and eat armed with what was
given. Antony also saw that there were tall tables set up nearby, not unlike some
of the reception parties that he had taken part in before. Unlike those reception
parties, the tall tables were definitely more sturdy and had better decorations
on them, and each had a pitcher of drink with some glasses surrounding that on
them. Many of the tables had multiple people who were lounging about them,
folks who had the face of the rich and the powerful, and even as they talked they
looked as though there were in some deep and important discussions about
something.

Antony lifted up a couple of pieces of food from the buffet tables onto his
plate and followed Juliet towards a table that was already crowded with people.

“And yet she decided that it was a good idea to just go ahead and tell him to
shut up! We didn’t know what possessed her to even think that it was a good idea!
Naturally he didn’t like the fact that she opened her mouth, and to command him,
of all people, to shut up!”

“Was he furious?”
“Oh yes! He was furious indeed! He just roared at her to get out, and the poor

little fool just scampered off, like she’s a mouse that had seen a cat!”
Antony looked at the crowd around the table—they were having some lively

discussion about something amusing, and Juliet had walked up to them rather
nonchalantly. It was little wonder of course—as daughter of the host and hostess,
it was natural for her to be anywhere in the garden itself. The crowd of people
skipped no beats as they continued on with their conversation, subtly making
way for Juliet so that she could join them. Antony followed closely behind her,
and managed to keep himself as interested as he could make himself appear to
be.

The table was surrounded by nearly seven other people, most of them in blue
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tunics. Like Juliet’s parents, they wore only the tunics and sandals, and seemed
comfortable in them. Each of them had a face that looked familiar yet unfamiliar—
Antony was certain that he had probably seen at least a couple of them before
gracing the front pages for leading one new initiative or another be it in the
government or some business. But Antony did not follow the news all that strongly
to begin with, so he could not really remember who each of them were.

All he knew was that they were all very powerful people in society, and they
were now all around a high-class cocktail table in a garden at a party that Juliet’s
parents just threw.

As he stood there nodding his head politely, he started to feel like he was out
of place. When he first dated Juliet, he had a vague feeling that he would feel out
of place at some point, but throughout the months that they had been dating, he
felt anything but that, no thanks to Juliet reassuring him time and again that it
was nothing to worry about, and that it was more of her parents’ world then hers.

He had believed her through and though; he still believed her. But it was
not her world now that they were in; it was her parents’ world. And what a world
it was in comparison! He could feel himself getting increasingly uncomfortable
with everything, but not wanting to scandalise anyone, he just quietly stood there
and acted like he knew what was going on. Juliet had participated in their con-
versation cursorily since she was, in a sense, a hostess of the midsummer party
as well. It was obvious to Antony that she was still sore at his rather insensitive
remarks about the living room, because even though he knew that she knew of
his discomfort about being there among that group of people, she was still very
obviously trying to avoid having to talk to him nor acknowledge his existence.

Antony wondered to himself if this was the kind of life he was going to expect
in the future if they were going to continue to go out like this.

But before he could do anything, he heard a bell that was coming from the
other end of the garden. All the usual cocktail murmurs died down and all at-
tention were diverted towards the man and his wife who were standing on a
slightly raised platform on the far end of the garden. Antony’s gaze followed
everyone’s and saw that beyond the platform was the woods that he had seen
earlier—why the platform was raised there and not elsewhere was something that
Antony thought about but knew that he would not get any easy answers for.

“Good evening distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen! I trust that all
of you are having a splendid evening thus far?” Juliet’s father paused, listening
to murmurings of assent. “Excellent! Now, I would like to draw your attention
to tonight’s main event. Will those who wish to be granted a boon step forward
please?”
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On cue, everyone who was wearing a red tunic put away their food plates and
ambled over to the front of the raised platform, where they wordlessly sorted
themselves into a line of some sort.

“Good, good! Now, can we please have the friends and allies to step foward
and form up behind those seeking a boon?” Juliet’s father continued. From the
corner, Juliet’s mother walked behind the line of people in red and stood there,
acting as a marker of sorts as many others who were also in blue made their way
forward.

Juliet turned to look at Antony for a fleeting moment, as though wanting to
say something, but turned away at the last minute to join her place with the rest
of those who were in blue. With two colour groups all congregated in front, only
those who were in green were left. Antony stole a quick glance around and found
that he was not the only one in green—there was actually a healthy number of
people in green as well, even though none of them seemed to know each other
the way those in blue and red do.

“Finally, can we have the non-peer observers form up as a semi-circle behind
everyone else? Please do not be shy—there is nothing to be worried about!
You should consider this as an honour, because not many have the privilege to
witness what you all are about to witness this evening.”

Soundlessly, all the remaining people in green tunics followed the instruc-
tions provided and stood around in a semi-circle surrounding everyone else.
Antony had decided to stay nearer the right of centre of the semi-circle since
it was a position that seemed least likely to draw too much unnecessary atten-
tion. He could barely see Juliet, who stood nearer her mother and was nearer the
left side than the right.

A deeper hush fell upon everyone who were present. It was not noisy to begin
with since everyone had basically been rather quiet, but at that point Antony
realised that it was truly silent. Despite being near the woods, there was no
natural sound that came from it, no birds chirping, no owls hooting, no rustling
of leaves and grasses as animals sprinted through, either to hunt or to avoid
getting hunted.

Total silence.
Antony watched with bated breath. He did not know what to expect, and quick

glances at those who were also in green told him that he was not the only one.
“Dear Lords and Ladies from our ancestors past, we humbly gather before you

on a midsummer night to fulfil our old compact with thee. With great humility
and respect, we bow to youse, to invite youse to join us in celebration of an old
promise that we had made with each other centuries ago when our forefathers
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first sought help and protection from youse,” Juliet’s father intoned, his voice
cutting across the odd silence like the lightning bolt on a deep, dark night. As he
bowed, everyone who was wearing blue or red had bowed together with him, the
crowns of their bowed head aiming towards the woods that was in the distance.

Antony looked about him, trying to figure out what he was supposed to do,
and caught glimpses of other people in green that were trying to do the same.
With no clear instruction on what was expected, everyone in the semi-circle tried
their hardest to blend into the background, to avoid drawing any unnecessary
attention to themselves.

The sky darkened considerably, with only the garden lights supplying a limited
amount of illumination, their flames flickering as though in a breeze, even though
the air was deathly still. In the distance, a single solitary howl of a wolf could be
heard, and Antony could feel goosepimples along his skin. He knew for sure that
there were no wolves in the country at all, but what he knew seemed to matter
not, because a wolf-howl was what he heard.

Between the woods and the garden, Antony suddenly noticed the movement
of a single dim point source light. It seemed to be tracing out a line that be-
gan roughly where the reach of the garden lights ended that moved towards the
woods. It was quite unperceivable, but as his eyes got used to the darkness, he
found that the light had reached the border of the woods and was making a right
turn and then it continued in the new direction for quite a bit. It was only after a
second right turn later that he realised that the light had traced out three sides
of a rectangle in the shadow expanse. Antony watched fixedly as the lit edges of
the rectangle began to distort itself, with the left most edge increasing its thick-
ness while the top most edge seemed to transform from a thin rectangle into a
triangle whose base was on the left side. The more he looked at it, the more he
felt that something other worldly was happening right before his very eyes.

‘Could it be. . . could it be that the faerie folk were real?’ Antony thought to
himself as he tried to prise his eyes from the emerging scene in front of him and
looked about. Those who were in the red and blue tunic were now bowing their
heads low while still standing, all of them facing in the same direction, some of
them seemingly in some kind of prayer. Antony tried to find Juliet among the sea
of bowed heads, but discovered that each bowed head looked almost the same
in the poor lighting—he gave up.

All around him, all those who were in green had focused their attention to the
front, ignoring the sea of red and blue in front of them. The wind had started to
howl, but the lights merely flickered instead of going out completely, which added
to the whole mystery of it all. Antony turned his gaze back to the lit rectangle in
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front, and saw something that made his jaw drop.
The distorted light edges had grown to cover the entire rectangle, so instead

of just a brightly lit outline on the rectangle, the whole rectangle itself was filled
with light, an implausibly bright object that masked all the shadows that were
originally present. The light was blazing white, yet staring deep into it, Antony did
not feel as though his retinas were going to rebel against it. He stared deep into
the bright rectangle, and was startled to realise that within it was not a single pure
shade of pure brightness—there were things that seemed to be moving about
within the ambit of the bright light. It was as though the bright rectangle was. . .
a door, and from within in things were stirring and that whatever or whoever
they were, they were definitely making their way through the bright rectangle as
though it were a door.

The shapes appeared as shadows that flickered on and off as the light about
them varied, as though the light itself was making way for their passage. As the
shapes got larger and more distinct, they started to occupy more of the space
of the rectangle before they seemingly appeared whole and fully dimensioned,
standing along the field that separated the garden from the woods.

“Lords and Ladies, we welcome you!” Juliet’s father could be heard bellowing
in the most majestic voice that he could from somewhere near the front of the
crowd of blue and red. Behind him, those in blue and red tunis suddenly stood
up and made a total sound that was close to a cross between a gurgle and a
exhortation, and it sounded absolutely terrifying. The wind continued to howl
about them, and everyone else who were in green stood in the semi-circle in
awe, Antony included.

The figures through the door of light stood still as theymade their way through,
their forms slowly generating unoaralleled detail. By now the blue and red tunic
clad people were in an organised uproar, welcoming the figures that Juliet’s
father had announced as the Lords and Ladies. The wind was howling at its
maximum, and then was when Antony felt a chill that seeped through his bones.

The tallest of the figures stood at the head of the delegation, with a majestic
mane of silvery hair, and a clean-shaven face. His face was also fair, with a sharply
defined nose, and haughty looking eyes. He wore a silver robe that extended
down to the ground, and as far as Antony’s eyes could follow, it did not seem to
touch the ground.

Next to the tallest figure was another one with long blonde hair, with a face
that exuded a strong feminine feel. She was tall, not as tall as the male figure in
silver, but taller than the rest of the delegation. Her face had the same haugh-
tiness as the male, even more so when her high cheek bones were taken into
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account. Her hair and robes were as gold as the others was silver. Antony looked
at both of them in awe—their haughtiness looked alluring instead of annoying. It
was as though their looks had dominates his thoughts, that there was something
ethereally beautifyl about their features. The rest of the delegation that followed
behind the two seemed to pale in consideration in terms of the intensity of their
leaders, but they were, by no means, any less beautiful looking.

The uproar from the rich and powerful in red and blue were completely cut
when the silver-maned figure raised his hands high. Antony saw that Juliet’s
father had stopped pontificating and was facing the “Lords and Ladies” as he
had called them.

Once there was no other sound—not even the howling of the winds, much
to Antony’s surprise—the silver-maned male figure took a step forward, further
increasing his already formidable stature.

“Thank you, our faithful servants all! We thank you all for inviting us once
again to this place where we all gather for one night to celebrate the fruitful
partnership that had been had between us for the past five hundred years. I see
that we have the old faithful who are here to give their thanks to us, and we have
a group of the more ambitious who would dare to request a boon.

“And in the far side, I see we have a cadre of non-believing minions. I bid
you a cautious welcome. While we do not see you as our servants as yet, we want
to extend our caution that what you witness today will remain as a part of your
latent consciousness, and that you will never reveal what you have seen, on pain
of eternal damnation from our servants hunting you down.”

Turning towards the female next to him, he added “Titania, do you have any-
thing to add?”

Titania stepped up next to him and shook her long wavy gold hair, from which
glitter seemed to tumble out of it in a way that defined the regular laws of physics.

“Oberon, I have nothing else to add. You have said all that I care about,” she
replied partly looking at Oberon, and partly at the crowd of red, blue and green.
When her eyes grazed upon Antony, he could feel his blood chilling immediately,
as though he were suffering from hypothermia having decided to swim through
the barely frozen rivers in Siberia. He shivered unintentionally.

“Let The Midsummer Party begin!” Oberon bellowed. The delegation of
shapes behind him and Titania filed out behind them boisterously and weaved
their way through to the garden. As they came closer, Antony could see that
they were as varied as they come, and they were all wearing tunics, almost the
same as those that they were all wearing, with the main difference being that the
“Lords and Ladies” had tunics that were exclusively red and blue—none of them
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were in green.
The “Lords and Ladies” mingled among the crowd of red and blue, and the

neatly formed lines slowly lost its original shape as the two crowds merged with
each other. The green tunic clad people seemed to act as a natural barrier for
the two crowds—it seemed that no matter where Antony looked, there was no
one that even approached within a metre of anyone who were dressed in green.

Antony watched on out of morbid curiousity. ‘Wait. . . “Oberon” and “Tita-
nia”? Where have I heard of those names from? Why do they sound so famil-
iar?’ Antony thought to himself as his eyes followed the myriad of activities that
were occurring in front of him. There was drinking, and lots of song and dance
happening—totally unlike what one would expect people of power and wealth to
do. Those who were in red seemed to drink and dance the most, as though their
very lives depended on it.

Antony thought even harder about the two names that the tallest two called
each other when it finally dawned upon him: “Oberon” and “Titania” were the
names of the King and Queen of the faerie folk, and he had heard of them back
from Shakespeare’s play A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

Antony was stunned. The faerie folk were real, as real as they could be. He
was staring at them right now, he had watched them entering the human realm,
he heard them speak in response to the human version of the exhortations, and
now he was watching them mingling with the rest of the humans. He wanted to
turn away, to leave the scene entirely—he was not prepared to deal with what
he was seeing right now—but he found that he could do nothing except to stand
there transfixed at the scenes that were unfolding in front of him.

He finally spotted Juliet among the crowds. How he managed to do that, he
could not tell, especially since he had been trying to do that in vain for a while
now. One moment he was looking unfocusedly all over the place, taking in the
scenes, and the next moment he found his focus suddenly drawn to a particular
series of motions in a corner of the entire group, a location where he was sure
he had looked at earlier but could not see anything of interest.

Juliet was there, looking all lovely with her hime hair cut and long hair. She
seemed to be having a good time with one of the faeries—one that looked more
impish than regal like Oberon or Titania, with sharp ears and a weaselly snout that
still looked beautiful though it probably was anything but. Antony was suddenly
reminded by the presence of glamour—a mystical ability of faerie folk to cause
anyone who looked at them to see them as beautiful and potentially ethereal
creatures, despite their subconscious registering something much more differ-
ent, or at least, the reality that ought to be than what they were manipulated to
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perceive.
Juliet was definitely enjoying herself, Antony decided to himself. Her smile

was radiant, her eyes were twinkling; he could not even remember a time when
they were together, alone or otherwise, where she looked so happy. A pang of
jealousy stabbed Antony deep in his heart, an icicle of pure ice that was making
its way slowly into his beating heart.

Juliet then gave the impish-looking faerie folk a kiss on the lips.
The icicle that was forming in Antony’s heart suddenly gained an increased

momentum behind it and stabbed quick and fast through his heart, rending it
in twain. He could feel the blood draining from his brain, his motion getting
staggered, and, without further warning, he blacked out.

When Antony came to again, he found that he was sitting in Juliet’s car once
again. She was nowhere to be found when he opened up his eyes, but she soon
appeared. He looked around and found that the car was still in the garage. A
dull, throbbing headache was forming at the base of his skull, the way that one
would feel immediately on realisation of a hangover coming over. He closed his
eyes once again and tried to focus on the headache to make it go away.

“Antony?” Juliet asked. He opened up his eyes again and saw that she had
sidled into the driver’s seat of the convertible and was looking worriedly at him.
He noticed that she was no longer wearing the tunic with gold trimmings—she
was instead wearing a more normal looking T-shirt and jeans, her hime cut fringe
framing her worried face.

“Yeah, I’m fine. . . I think. . . just a headache,” Antony replied drowsily. “How
did I get into your car?”

“Well,” Juliet replied slowly, “we found you lying on the ground once the mid-
summer party was over and a few of us carried you to my car. One of the doctors
who were present had checked you out and declared that you didn’t suffer from
anything weird, and that it was safe to bring you to my car so that it was easier
for me to send you home when you came to.”

“Oh? I fell did I?” Antony replied numbly.
“Yes. What happened to you?” Juliet asked again.
“I don’t know. I just want to go home. Can you just send me home?” Antony

replied weakly. ‘I can’t tell her why I fell over. . . not right now anyway. I don’t
think I can tell her that,’ he thought to himself. ‘Not right now at least.’

“Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”
“Just drive me home, will you?” Antony replied irately as he shut his eyes
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tight. He heard Juliet sighing before she slipped on her seat belt and turned on
the ignition. Antony felt the car accelerating slowly as she manoeuvred it out
of the garage and back on to the main road. Taxiing along it, she increased its
speed while keeping under the local speed limit. Antony’s eyes were closed—
he did not care to see where they were going. The scenes from last night kept
playing again and again in his head, though they were all very fuzzy, except for
the bit where he saw Juliet kissing the impish-faced faerie folk.

Juliet kissing the impish-faced faerie folk. It was such a blatant thing to wit-
ness, and Antony felt sick in his stomach when that one scene kept on replaying
itself again and again and again. The incipient headache was still pounding away
on his skull, and Antony felt like he was going to throw up from it all, even though
he was certain that he had nothing in his stomach at that point. Determined to
not think about the scene, Antony opened up his eyes to look out at the passing
scenery. Juliet sat next to him, her eyes concentrating on the road ahead and
not really paying him too much attention.

He saw that they were no longer on the main road that led to Juliet’s house
and were in fact actually on the highway speeding ahead in the direction to-
wards his house. It was still dark outside—it probably was a little past midnight
or something but he did not know since he did not wear a watch—and was punc-
tuated ever so often with the passing of a street light. Juliet was cruising along
in her car, as the roads were extremely light on traffic—their vehicle was the only
one that was immediately viewable on the road itself.

Antony avoided Juliet’s concerned gaze as much as he could, preferring to
focus his attentions on the quiet scenery outside. He felt numb inside, numb
and dead. Something seemed to have died within, but he felt that he was still
not able to agree with his mind what his gut already knew but was too scared to
make it known to him and everyone else that was around him. But it was only a
matter of time. . .

. . . a matter of time. They had met and gone out for a few months, nearing
to a year in fact. He had always felt that it was coincidental that they could find
each other, she a rich girl from high society, and he a regular old Joe from the
middle classes if one were to be a little more generous in calling what he was in.
It was a few months of happiness and sad, of triumphs and failures, but none in
the form that he had witnessed just that night. Antony could not allow his mind
to go that far, he looked out of the car again. The top of the car was still down—
Juliet never really liked driving her convertible in any other way except when it
was raining—but, like always, it was peaceful.

They continued the drive in silence. The car purred along its way on the
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highway as Juliet expertly weaved it through the scant traffic that was in their
lane. Soon the exit to Antony’s place arrived and she once more took the correct
turns and stopped in front of the porch that led to the block of flats where Antony
stayed.

Juliet stopped the car and pushed a button that raised the top back into
place while setting the parking break and moving the transmission to neutral.
With the air conditioner on, there was a steady humming sound that filled in the
car. Antony realised that he was home, and was about to exit the car when Juliet
stopped him.

“Love, you have been very quiet ever since you came to in the car. What
is wrong with you? Are you feeling uncomfortable from that fall of yours in the
garden?” She asked with a worried look on her face.

“No,” Antony answered curtly. “I just want to go home; I’m feeling rather
tired.”

“Look, love, there is obviously something that is upsetting you. I want to
know what it is. Will you oblige me?” Juliet pleaded a little, edging a bit closer
to Antony after she had removed her seat belt.

“You fucking cheated on me in front of me!” Antony ejaculated as he removed
his seat belt and wanted to get out of the car. But Juliet had already locked all
the doors from the central locking mechanism on her side of the car doors.

“Let me the fuck out!” Antony bellowed, not caring that it was already late at
night and that there were probably neighbours waking up and trying to find out
what the shouting was all about.

“Antony, when did I cheat on you?” Juliet asked, her face all confused.
“Are you telling me that. . . that you are so brazen that you have no idea when

you cheated on me?” Antony replied with a voice that screamed incredulity.
Juliet stared at him blankly.
“If you choose not to admit it, fine! I’ll fucking tell you then. Remember that

stupid piece of shit ‘midsummer party’ that you invited me? You were making
out with the motherfucking alien freakazoid from some other fucking dimension
in front of me! How dare you say that you didn’t cheat on me?!”

“What? That? Since when?”
“Since when? You mean you don’t remember?”
“No? I don’t think I did anything like that?”
“Then what the fuck did I see when we were back at your place at that stupid

‘midsummer party’?”
“Firstly,” Juliet said, her eyes suddenly all steely and icy, “stop calling the

midsummer party disparaging names like ‘stupid’ or ‘piece of shit’. Secondly, I
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don’t know what you saw at the midsummer party. ‘Seeing’ is something that is
very subjective at that party because. . . otherworldly things are going on.”

“Do you mean to say that I am fucking lying then?”
“I’m not saying that you are lying. . . ”
“But you mean that I am lying. . . ”
“No. . . I did notmean that either,” Juliet started to reply, tears already forming

in her eyes.
“Look, I know I’m a piece of shit that amounts to nothing in your eyes, okay? I

know your parents think of me as some quaint loser piece of shit who wants a stab
at their wealth through their only daughter. I know you have some freaky deaky
shit religion nonsense family bullshit thing that I will probably not understand
for a long time. But I fucking saw you making out with that freak in front of me
and that is not okay, okay?! It is also not okay that you don’t even bother to
admit it, and are instead trying to deflect all things that I am telling I saw about
what you did with that. . . that thing. I don’t care that your parents think I’m a
fucking loser, I don’t care too much if you think I’m a piece of shit but still think
I’m kinda worth it still to go out with, and I’m sort of okay with your weird shit
religion nonsense. But I’m not okay with you cheating on me and denying it!”
Antony yelled everything in one breath before pausing to catch his breath.

Juliet’s tears were starting to flow down the side of her face, her eyes confused
between wanting to be hard and angry for the insults that he was throwing at
everything that she knew and had, and wanting to be soft for what her heart
had registered before her brain had. In that moment of mild confusion, Antony
returned the favour of the icicle.

“I’m breaking up with you, you lying cheating hussy. Go back to your fucking
rich house, go back to your fucking loverboy freak head. I don’t want to talk to
you ever again.”

With that, Antony unlocked the car door and leapt out of the car in pure
unadulterated anger and marched towards the lift lobby, where he stabbed the
button angrily and tapped his foot impatiently, waiting for the elevator to arrive.

Juliet just sat there in the car looking at Antony in the distance, her tears
flowing down her face, her mind still in shock from registering what her heart
already knew just moments before.

She knew it was all over for some reason, and she never even bothered to
reason with Antony.
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Chapter 2

The Aegis Of His Job

Antony tapped his staff pass at the gantry leading into the lift lobby and was
annoyed when the machine beeped back with the vengeful red of failure. Behind
him, he could hear the tutting of the next in line of those who had to get into the
building itself. Muttering curses under his breath, he tapped his staff pass at the
sensor point on the gantry again. This time, the machine gave the cheerful beep
of success and opened up its doors for him to enter.

Antony slipped through as fast as he could and walked hurriedly to the button
panel to summon an elevator. The gantry was a new addition to the lift lobby—
it replaced the old security guard-based control mechanism where they had a
guard stand there checking everyone’s passes before allowing them to use any of
the elevators to go up. It was, according to the newmanagement, a move towards
greater productivity, since it allowed automation, which reduced the amount of
labour while increasing the efficiency of the whole process by allowing more than
one person entering at the same time.

That was, of course, the theory. There were three gantries on each side that
led into the lift lobby, but at any one time, only one on each side was actually in
operation. It was not that the other two entry gantries were broken and needed
fixing, but that there was a security policy that management promulgated that
said that they needed to ensure that only one person enters at a time to help the
security software detect the people who are entering (and subsequently leaving)
can safely identify each person that passed through.

It was total and absolute bullshit, as far as anyone who was not management
could tell. They replaced the single security guard who was doing exactly the
same thing back then with an expensive and annoying automated system that
did not always detect and scan the staff pass correctly in the name of improving
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productivity through allowing multiple entries at once, and then hobbled their
system by reducing the number of people could enter the lobby back to one per
side.

But having such a dysfunctional management was something that Antony had
already gotten used to over the past three years that he had been working there.
Three years. . . it was a long time to be in a company in this time and age. Most
of his friends had already moved to their second or even their third company by
then. Even Fatty Leong had already moved on to his second company, receiving
a pay raise of nearly twenty-five percent over what he was originally making.
Antony had asked Fatty Leong why he decided to job hop to another company,
and the latter just said that companies these days did not really care about their
employees.

“I mean, it’s not that they ever did care about their employees. They only
did so when it was cheaper to retain their existing employees than to source for
and train new ones. Back in the day, not everyone had a university degree, so
any job that required that amount of education was going to have a low supply
from which they could draw labour on, so it made perfect sense to try to retain
the employees that they managed to find. But these days, almost everyone has
a university degree of some sort, hell, some even have two or more too! The
demand for such labour hasn’t increased as much as the supply, so it’s just easier
to just hire new people at a lower pay than to keep existing ones. Besides,” Fatty
Leong had said, “I don’t want to be tied down to one company. Got to experience
the working world more, explore the industry before I settle down on that one
thing that I can work for a longer period of time. I am still young of course.”

Antony did not agree with Fatty Leong wholeheartedly on the points that he
made, but he could see where Fatty Leong’s logic came from. It was rather hard
to keep working at the same place where the management did not care about the
welfare of the existing employees, and it was also a fact that many companies
were operating with the same kind of mentality which made job hopping the most
natural thing for any rational person to do. But Antony felt that loyalty had some
allure after all, especially when the things that he was working on in the company
was still interesting, even though the upper management was dysfunctional.

As long as the middle management was good enough to shield them from
the capriciousness of the upper management, that is.

Antony silently thanked the stars that he hadMike for a boss. Mike was a good
boss—he had the knack of translating arcane upper management instructions
into easily digestible and workable objectives and goals that Antony and his
colleagues could understand and work towards. Mike was also good at shielding
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the team from much of the hare-brained schemes that upper management was
wont to have each time they were convinced by a consultant or two, or even the
latest new-fangled thing that someone on the management team had read about
in some business magazine elsewhere.

The elevator arrived, its doors opened, and everyone poured into it. Antony
managed to push the button for his floor (it was five) before he was politely
shoved deeper into the elevator itself as everyone else tried cramming into the
elevator. It was around eight fifty in the morning, and the reporting time for work
was at nine, which explained the mad rush of everyone into the elevator.

Antony felt himself being pushed against the wall of the carriage as the last
few stragglers squeezed into it without triggering the overload indicator. The
doors to the elevator closed slowly, and with a groan the elevator began its jour-
ney upwards.

Inside the carriage, Antony could start to feel the combined heat of fifteen
people who had rushed their way from the subway station nearby and into it. He
knew the air conditioning was working because of the whirring of the fans, but
that was insufficient to mitigate the combined body heat of all fifteen people. In
fact, it was starting to get rather sweltering with the increased humidity, and he
was starting to perspire all over again.

The elevator stopped at its first stop—the third floor—and opened up its
doors. A welcoming breeze of cold air rushed in as the hot and muggy air from
within rushed out. A few people who had stood nearer the doors exited, with
some of them heading off to their offices, while the rest were waiting for some
of those who were behind them to exit on the floor. When no one else seemed
to need to exit the elevator on that floor, a few of those who had made way for
the rear ones re-entered the elevator. The door closed and moved up aching to
the next one, where the scene replayed itself.

By the time the fifth floor was reached, there were only seven people left in the
elevator, but it was still rather sweltering. The elevator stopped on the floor and
opened up its doors. Antony stepped out of it quickly while shifting his briefcase
from in front of his chest to the side and walked to the left where yet another
door waited for him. Just like the gantry downstairs in the lobby, a scan of his
staff pass was necessary to unlock it.

Antony did what was expected, the door unlocked itself, and he entered the
office and walked towards his cubicle.

The office on the fifth floor was one of the seven departments that made up
the entire company which took the entire twelve storey building. It had an “open
office” layout, where there were no office rooms, where every one had a cubicle in
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the cubicle farm that spanned the floor space. There were actually two different
cubicle farms available—the taller cubical cubicles were for the managers and
team leaders who often needed to talk to various people on the phone, while the
other one was just a glorified low-partitioned table, where one could easily stare
into the depths of the person sitting opposite when working on the computer.

Antony hated the open office concept and each time he walked past the farms
he would mentally curse and swear at the consultant who thought it was a good
idea. His job was to write software for some of the products that the company
sold to other companies, and he had to spend time thinking carefully about how
to implement the particular set of specifications that Mike had carefully distilled
down for him. And thinking was hard when there were so many distractions from
everyone that was around—the lack of high partitions meant that his peripheral
vision was always getting interrupted by some movements of people who were
sitting around him. He had raised this problem up to Mike countless times, but
Mike always told him that there was little that he could do; Mike even revealed
that he had raised the issue up to the upper management ever so often, but
had given up when he was repeatedly shot down by upper management for not
being supportive of the directives that upper management “knew” was for the
good of the company. Antony had asked Mike what that meant, and the latter
gave him a sly look and said that upper management believed that an open office
concept helped create opportunities for people to interact with each other more,
thus creating a form of synergy on the innovation that took place, and added
softly that they forgot that sometimes it was necessary to just hunker down and
concentrate deeply to get something done free of unneeded and unnecessary
distractions.

Mike told him that he still raised the issue whenever an opportunity arose,
but said that it was highly unlikely that anything would be done about it. After all,
if they did admit to making a mistake with the open office concept, they would
have to spend an additional amount of money to remodel everything to be more
suitable to the kinds of work that they were working on, and that they would also
have to find temporary work spaces for all the staff affected by the remodelling,
and it all meant that there would be a hit to the company’s baseline, something
that the upper management was unwilling to shoulder and attempt to justify in
front of the board of directors.

Antony finally came to his “cubicle”, a small square metre of table space that
was partitioned from the next with three softboard walls around a foot high. He
pulled out his seat, sat down, and put his briefcase next to the small chest of
drawers next to him before turning on his computer. As the machine whirred to
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life, he was immediately accosted by his neighbour, Aileen.
“Wow you look rough. . . had a bad weekend?” Aileen asked after having

pulled off her headset.
“That’s. . . one way of putting it, yes,” Antony replied wearily. “Weekend was

shot.”
“Do you want to talk about it? Not now of course, but maybe later during

lunch?” Aileen asked.
“No. . . Mike’s doing a lunch thing with us today, remember? He said there

was something he had to announce, and would rather do it with the team without
the interference of other people who were around,” Antony replied.

“Ooo. . . now that you’ve mentioned it, that’s right! I totally forgot about it!”
“Well, that’s normal for you. . . right?”
“What? No!” Aileen said in mock horror. “That said though, I wonder what

is it that Mike wanted to announce that required us to go for lunch together as
a team outside of the office. No one else on the team seems to know anything
about it.”

“No way!”
“Way,” Aileen replied. “I’ve checked around. I don’t think it is work related,

because all the usual sources are turning up empty. So maybe he is announcing
something personal?”

“Now that’s a thought,” Antony said thoughtfully as his computer flashed the
log in screen. “Maybe I’ll catch up with you later on this—I haven’t checked my
email over the weekend and need to see if there is anything that needs to be
done today.”

“Okay sure. Talk to you later then!” Aileen replied before turning back to her
cubicle and continuing on what she was working on before she said hi to Antony,
with her headset slipped back onto her head.

Antony slumped himself back into his chair and watched the screen log out
line after line of information as it finished the last few legs of getting itself fully
booted up. When it was done, a single simple log in window in the middle of the
entire screen showed up. He quickly entered his credentials and hit the enter
button. Another short wait later, he was in the home screen.

He pulled up his email program and waited for it to load up before syncing
it with the corporate mail server. The hour glass twirled along and Antony bent
over to his chest of drawers to pick up his notebook and pencil. It was an old
habit of his, to have an old school paper based notebook and pencil whenever he
worked. It was a habit that he had picked up when he was in college, since the
professors were not usually pleased with the students opening up their laptops to



52 CHAPTER 2. THE AEGIS OF HIS JOB

take notes because most of the time the students were doing anything but taking
notes. Antony did not feel that it was a burden, in fact he savoured the fact that
he could only use pencil and paper to take notes in class. It was an easy way
of beating the inevitable Z-monster, since there was always something active to
do. And he had found that by consistently taking notes in class, he was capable
of catching up with what the lecturer was saying in class, and could spend less
time on review before exams. That habit carried with him into the work place,
since he could enter any meeting armed with his notebook and pencil and still
be on top of things. The only drawback of course was that his schedule and email
were things that he could not easily check on the move in the office, but in his
opinion it was hardly ever necessary to have to look those up on the move. Mike
was definitely in support of that opinion too since he was one of those who never
really did that despite being a project manager and having to work with both the
team and the external clients.

Antony spent the rest of the morning answering emails and working on var-
ious aspects of the code that the team was working on for the company. While
not a full-fledged software company, they did have a sizable infocomm section
that worked on building various products for use within the company and also for
some of their clients, and it was part of Antony’s job to work on the code base.
The part that he was working on that morning was about the file synchronisation
protocol—there was a weird bug where at some points, the file that was under-
going synchronisation between the main server and the outlying server would be
de-synchronised at the byte-level, which was causing lots of havoc because that
was a most unusual form of bug that did not seem to be possible. The program
doing the synchronisation was dropping a byte or two ever so often, and some-
times there would be an occasion where the program would suddenly add an
additional byte. Antony ran a trace through the program and could not identify
what the issue was since everything seemed to be doing the correct thing along
the program trace and memory watch points.

Exasperated and in need of some fresh air, Antony stood up from his “cubicle”
and stretched himself out. Aileen poked her head over once again seemingly
wanting to ask him something, but she thought better of it and turned her head
back to her work station, her headset following her.

Antony walked along the narrow walkway between the rows of back-facing
chairs and onto the main walkway that separated each row of cubicles in the
farm and slowly made his way to the pantry to grab a cup of coffee. He passed
by a few other people in his team and gave them a weak hi as they walked on,
but was generally distracted from the many frustrations that were crowding his
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mind.
He had spent the entire Sunday thinking about what happened just the night

before, about how Juliet was happily cheating on him in front of him. And it
was not even a human or anything but some weird religious bullshit thing. The
worst part was that she kept denying vehemently that it was nothing, no, no that
it was nothing, but that she did not do anything. That was what burned him the
most. Antony clenched and unclenched his fists compulsively, as if torn between
wanting to let it all out through a well placed punch somewhere, and wanting to
keep a low profile and not draw unnecessary attention to himself. He made it to
the pantry without any incident, and had decided that he preferred keeping a low
profile after all.

He knew that he just was not ready to talk to anyone about anything about
what happened on Saturday.

Antony walked to the coffee machine and was glad that there was a fresh pot
of coffee brewing in it—the last few times that he had gone to the pantry to get
himself some coffee he had found that some one before him had already drunk
the last bits of coffee and had not put out a new pot of it, and that cost Antony
time as he had to empty out the old grinds, put in a new filter, add the new grinds
and stand around doing nothing to wait for the coffee to brew. He looked up at
the coffee machine and saw what he had already guessed—the office manager
had put up a printed sign that reminded everyone that the last person to finish
up the available coffee in the coffee pot should just brew a new batch, especially
since the coffee machine itself was smart enough to not waste energy once the
coffee has been made, not to mention it was also smart enough to not blow itself
up when it was left unsupervised.

Antony picked up the pot of coffee and poured himself a nice cup of the
brew. The aroma of the coffee filled both the pantry and his nostrils, and the jolt
of thick-bodied coffee woke Antony up from his old stupour. Grinning to himself,
he put back the coffee pot gently and took a small sip of the coffee in the mug.
In between the hot temperature and the steamy condensation, Antony could
taste the complex flavours that graced the coffee, including the bittersweet after
flavour. He walked closer to the full lengthed window of the building and looked
out of it, his mind relaxing and forgetting for the moment all the vexing things,
the code that had a strange trace whose bug cannot be found, the girlfriend that
was not to be after she had cheated on to him, and the secretive way that Mike
had wanted them to attend a lunch later.

‘Fuck, the lunch later. What time is it now?’ Antony thought to himself as he
looked at the clock. The hands on the analogue clock pointed very closely to
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eleven. He had an hour or so before it was time to go for the team lunch that
Mike had declared—there was enough time to enjoy the cup of coffee worry-free
for now.

Antony took another sip from the mug of coffee, a larger one this time, and
let the heat of the sip spread its way about his mouth quickly the way hot liquids
do. It was energising, to say the least, just from the temperature alone, but the
flavours really added something special to it all. He looked out of the full lengthed
windows again.

The office building was located next to the waterfront, a small area along the
bend of the river. Actually, it was more of a canal than a river by dimensions, but it
had been called a river locally for a very long time that the name and designation
got stuck even though everyone started agreeing that calling it a “river” given
that concrete lined its sides and its river bed was also carefully managed with
gravel was more of a stretch than anything else.

But as Antony found up on Saturday night, sometimes tradition has a kind
of strangle hold on things that was hard to dissociate, no matter how hard one
tried.

The river was banked by various old looking two-storey buildings that were
said to have survived through the war, and as a part of cultural preservation
their façades were kept more or less the same as they were, except with various
degrees of restoration works to ensure that they still maintained a kind of old
timey aesthetic without looking as though they were bombed to hell and back.
Façades aside, the interior of each two-storey shop house buildings were very
different from the past and even with each other. Some of them were bars of
some sort, with air conditioning to make it more alluring for the modern day
urbanite, while were designer boutiques selling the most chic of hipster wear
and accessories, an enterprise clearly set up to leverage on the fact that the
other buildings that surrounded them held many young adults who were in their
first leg of jobs and wanted to look their best from spending their new found
wealth obtained through their wages at their jobs.

Antony had visited some of those shops before while exploring during lunch
time, and had bought one or two things on occasion. But they were, in general,
not of his taste—they felt like a cheaper version of what Juliet would have bought,
so a kind of cheaper version of a high class item.

‘Fucking hell,’ Antony cussed in his head. He had brought his mind back to
Juliet again, despite not wanting to do so. The week was going to be very tough
indeed; if he could not get her out of his mind onMonday even in the face of work,
how was he going to survive the rest of the week, where the work load traditionally
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went down as much of the doing transits to decision making processes?

“Hey Antony, what’s going on?” Antony spun around to the voice that greeted
him by name. To his relief, it was Mike, and he did not look anything different
from his usual self.

“Hi Mike,” Antony replied, trying to sound cheerful, but was sure that he
sounded like a toad that had finally decided to croak out an opera because it
had to save its own life.

“You don’t look too good,” Mike said, furrowing his brows as he walked closer
so he could lower his voice a bit more. “I saw Aileen earlier and she told me that
you looked very very depressed this morning. Is everything okay?”

Antony looked back at Mike. The latter must have sensed something was
wrong and that Antony was not yet ready to admit it because he quickly added
“You don’t have to tell me anything now if you are not comfortable about it. Just
wanted to check in on you to make sure you are okay. You will be there for the
team lunch later at noon, right?”

Antony nodded before taking another sip of coffee.

“Good good! Okay, I’ll let you enjoy your coffee in peace. Also, we probably
need to have that bug you are tracking down resolved by the end of the day so
QA can have their hand at verifying the fix before pushing it out to production
tomorrow morning before those guys start throwing a hissy fit. They actually
demanded that we come back over the weekend to resolve it, talking about how
it was all ‘mission critical’ and how it was affecting the baseline, but I think I’ve
managed tomanage their expectations and have them realise that things weren’t
as dire as they made them out to be. If you can’t get it done by this evening, let
me know as soon as you can, okay?” Mike asked as he half-turned to exit the
pantry.

Antony nodded.

“Great! See you at the lobby on this floor later!” Mike had turned around fully
and walked off.

Antony drained the rest of his coffee down his throat, the onslaught of mildly
hot liquid scraped along his throat in a pleasurably painful sort of way. Unsure
if it was psychological or the effect of the caffeine that was now flowing through
his blood, Antony felt much calmer and more alert, as though everything that
he was brooding before did not matter, and that all that mattered was trying to
isolate what hte bug was and having it squished, before all of them headed out
for a team lunch with Mike.
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Noon came about relatively quickly. Antony found that he had made a signifi-
cant amount of headway into the bug, having finally managed to reproduce it and
discovering where it was that the odd behaviours were going on. The solution,
though obvious to see, was less obvious to put together, and Antony was scrib-
bling all kinds of flow charts and diagrams in his notebook, trying to work out
the best way to do it without having to impact more than the basic system that it
was supposed to deal with. Much of the in house development build upon each
other, and so it was deeply drilled into Antony’s head that the more modular the
code was, the better chance it could be maintained concurrently with the rest of
the code bases. And that sometimes included the capability of “hacking” with
the output of another component that one’s component needed as an input. It
was not exactly preferrable that such a practice be done, but sometimes the im-
pact was too big that it was not worth it to go through the entire administrative
process of amending the specifications and then re-implementing the affected
code to fit the specifications. The general principle that held true was: “if the
data passed around contains the necessary and sufficient conditions parts for
processing, then it is the duty of the receiving component to transform the out-
put data from another component used as input into any way that it best thinks
works well for its own use”.

Under a normal circumstance, that would end up with a whole bag of highly
convoluted code, but given the setting in which Antony was working it, it worked
surprisingly well, possibly because the original designs of the various compo-
nents were architected by someone who knew the entire relationships of all the
parts that made it up and had come up with a design that was both sane and
very applicable. In other words, the original good abstraction of the problem
that they were building a system to solve made the resulting code quality go up
without having to put in any additional effort.

Antony was documenting the steps and processes and knew that he only had
enough time to do just that before Mike’s team lunch was to occur—he would
only implement the changes and fixes after lunch had concluded. He knew that
to program anything one would require a relatively large empty block of time to
get focused and really work through.

Aileen removed her headset off her head and put it on her desk before poking
her head over at Antony’s cubicle for the umpteenth time.

Behind him, Alex had also turned around his swivel chair and tapped Antony
on the right shoulder. That made Antony turn right rather violently to look at both
Aileen and Alex, much to their confusing delight.

“Holy shit guys, why’d you scare me that way?”
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“You? Scared? Are you kidding me or what,” Alex said, grinning away. “Saw
your ticket—you managed to figure out what was causing it huh?”

“Yeah, finally! One of the codecs we were using to transform between the
character sets from the legacy systems to the new ones had no idea how to
handle a specific sequence of bytes, causing these random byte drops and byte
gains. I think I have a fix for it, but it will take a while to push it in since we don’t
really control the codecs on the client’s end where all the issues are coming from
in the first place.”

“You have a fix for that on our end?” Alex replied as both he and Aileen stared
at Antony incredulously. “Yeah, it turns out that it is possible to reconstruct the
byte stream because there’s only a very limited number of ways the codec can be
confused with the ordering of the bytes. I had constructed the cases and think
it should be easy to patch this in on our end instead of updating the client side,
forcing down time. I’ve also filed a ticket to get the codec fixed. . . ”

“Yeah I saw that,” Alex said. “It’s very old code—I think I can dig it up and
give it a go. Need to check with QA just which version of the code base that the
client is using so we can match up the components. I’ll also check with Mike if we
can get the clients to update to our latest code base some how—I think most of
our tickets these days are from all these silly inter-version stuff. I mean, I don’t
mind having to deal with backward compatibility, but their stuff is consistently
five years out of date! Yeesh,” Alex said, shaking his head.

Aileen shrugged. Antony looked around.
“Where’s everyone?”
“Already meeting Mike at the lobby. Couldn’t you tell?”
“Damnit Alex, why couldn’t you say so earlier? Now we’re late!”
“No worries, we’re just on time. Come on, I’m hungry and don’t really want to

wait that long.”
“Okay okay,” Antony replied. He locked up the screen of his computer and

grabbed his wallet from the table and followed Alex and Aileen towards the lobby
on the same floor as their cubicle farm where the rest of the team were.

The lobby itself was starting to fill up with other people from the same floor,
but for the most part the crowd there was made up of people who were from
Antony’s team. There was Mike, the team leader and project manager of course,
then there was Aileen, Alex, Aaron, Angeline, Alphonso, Alan and Allen.

The ‘A’-team, they were known as, because by some fluke of luck all the hires
that ended up on Mike’s team had given names that began with the letter ‘A’.
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Some of them had wondered if it were really luck or Mike’s machinations to
obtain a team with such characteristics to create an interesting talking point
with some manager somewhere. Antony had found it a little too coincidental to
believe that there were nomanipulations that were done to get the team together
the way it was, but he did not have any evidence (circumstantial or otherwise) to
either prove or disprove his belief.

When Aileen, Alex and Antony exited the gantried door, they found that Allen
was talking to the team.

“So right, that UI problem that Mike said the client highlighted, it turns out
that it really wasn’t a bug—the client had actually accidentally updated his op-
erating system, and that was enough to replace the default DLLs on the system,
which triggered a whole cascade of ‘features’ along the way. Thus, all the buttons
looked really weird, since we were using the older standard widget tool kit while it
got replaced to the new ‘flat’ design that made it look more like a rectangle than
a button. Once I pointed that out to Mike, he laughed, talked to the client and
got back to us that the client cursed and swore at Mikkrosoft for bullying them
with all these incessant operating systems updates,” Allen finished as everyone
started laughing.

Mike saw that the remaining members of the team have arrived and quickly
marshalled everyone.

“Okay, we’re all here. I’d do this downstairs, but we all know how stupid it
gets at this time of the day. So here’s the plan: I’ve made a reservation at the
Chinese restaurant at Marriott nearby. You are welcomed to walk there, but I
must warn you that it is going to take you half an hour or so to do so, so we’ll
pool resources and take taxis there. There are nine of us in total, so three cabs
of three will work fine,” Mike said.

“Or we can have four of us to a cab, and let Mike go on his own since he is
drawing a larger salary than any of us,” Aaron chimed in, and everyone laughed.

“Yeah, but don’t forget who’s buying the lunch today. Are you sure you want
to do that?” Angeline asked, giving Aaron the stink eye. Aaron’s eyes twinkled
and he grinned impishly.

“Alright, three cabs of three,” Mike replied with a small smile on his face,
“we’ll meet at the Chinese restaurant at the Marriott. In case you guys arrived
earlier than I, just tell them that there’s a reservation under Mike Liew for a table
of nine and just go in and sit where they tell you to—no need to wait for all of us
to arrive before taking the table. Everyone understand the basic instructions?”

There were general murmurings that fell along the lines of “mhm” and “yes”
and “okay”. Mike looked around, satisfied that they got the idea, and everyone
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started making their way down the fifth floor.
The first group to head out was Aaron, Angeline and Mike, and they squeezed

themselves into the first elevator that was heading down, barely fitting in. The
second group to follow the next elevator was Alphonso, Alan and Allen, and they
too found it tricky to get into the elevator to go down, more so than the other
group because Alan was well built due to his interests in the gym and body build-
ing in general.

The final group to head out was Antony’s cubicle neighbours: he, Aileen and
Alex. The first elevator they saw was filled with people, and so was the next
one. Alex started to cuss under his breath and Aileen started wishing out loud
that the next elevator would not be a bust. She seemed to have gotten her wish
when the doors of the elevator opened and there was plenty of space for them
to board it. The elevator doors closed and the elevator continued on its slow
journey downwards, almost stopping on every floor along the way to pick up more
passengers who wanted to make good use of the lunch hour.

“You’d think that they would have programmed the elevator sort algorithms
better, what with all these software teams we have. But noooo. . . we are al-
ways using the worst possible assignment of the elevators for some reason,”
Alex grumbled to himself.

Aileen glared at him from her corner of the elevator but said nothing. The
carriage was chock full of people by the time they got to the second floor, and
it was sufficiently uncomfortable that it was a good idea to just keep quiet and
wait out the ride.

Antony stood in the corner of the elevator, his mind stll in a type of blank.
The amount of work that he put in during the morning was sufficient to keep the
thoughts of Juliiet away from his main psyche, but now that he was alone in the
middle of a bunch of near strangers in a confined area, he could feel himself
feeling down all over again.

Thankfully, just before he was in full-blown depression mode, the doors to the
elevator opened, and everyone in the elevator spilled out into the lobby. Amid
the mob, an ad hoc queue formed at the only working egress gantry as everyone
tried to head out of the building.

“Hey, over here!” Aileen gesticulated somewhere nearer the exit of the build-
ing just as Antony was looking about after having exited the gantry. He looked
about for her, saw her, and made his way over. Alex was standing there next to
her, his face with slight annoyance.

Antony reached them and the trio headed out of the building towards the taxi
stand. The other two groups of three were already in the queue, but were some



60 CHAPTER 2. THE AEGIS OF HIS JOB

how interspersed by other people. Antony looked at the line of taxi cabs filing
into the taxi stand—they seemed to be coming in continuously, so there was no
chance of not grabbing a cab successfully.

They got into the line and waited impatiently for their turn. The taxis came
and went as quickly as they could through the narrow and crowded taxi stand.
Alex was fiddling with his smart phone, distracted from the general surroundings.
Aileen was looking about, eagerly waiting for the line to move forward. Antony
was just standing immediatley behind the two of them, sulking.

“Why the sour face?” Aileen asked as she looked at Antony while keeping an
eye out on the queue in front of her. “You have been looking like you had a rough
weekend. Are you sure that you are okay?”

Antony nodded weakly. ‘I need to talk to someone, but colleagues like Aileen
are probably not the right person to talk to. Maybe I’m ready to talk about it
nowish. . . well, perhaps I should get Fatty Leong,’ Antony thought to himself.

He took out his smart phone, unlocked the screen, and called up the address
book, scrolled down to the entry labelled “Fatty Leong”, and hit the dial button.

Raising the phone to the side of his head, Antony heard the ring tone carry
on for a bit, before a familiar voice answered with a hello.

“Hey Fatty Leong, will you be free in the evening today?”
“Huh? What time this evening and what do you ant to do?” Fatty Leong

replied over the phone.
“I’m thinking the ‘Wise Guys Bar’ maybe after work?” Antony replied as the

queue moved forward again.
“Wow, dude. You do realise that it is aMonday right? Are you feeling alright?”
“Yeah I know. . . listen, I’ve got to go—so are you available?” Antony replied

as Aileen beckoned him to join them in the next available taxi.
“Yeah yeah, will be there after work. See you then!”
Antony hung up the call, shoved the phone into his pocket, and boarded the

taxi hastily.

By the time Antony, Aileen and Alex have arrived at the restaurant, it was
almost half an hour later, and the other two earlier groups had already gone in
before them and found the table that Mike had reserved for them.

It was one of those traditional round tables that was around three metres
in diameter with a lazy susan atop a semi-ornate white table cloth. Everyone
had spread themselves about, and so the only three seats left over were inter-
spersed among everyone. Antony took a seat between Angeline and Alphonso,
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while Aileen sat between Alphonso and Alan and Alex sat between Allen and
Mike.

There was some mild chatter around the table as the three latecomers took
up their spots around it. Mike was chatting with Aaron over some changes that
the latter hadmade in the code base last week that was causing some new issues
with some of the down stream deployments.

Everyone was seated in their seats around the table, and the light chatter
continued on. Antony was listening in to Alphonso, who had started to chat with
Aileen about another aspect of the code.

“But you see, if you used the method call over there the way you did, you end
up with a potential race condition because the mutexes are just badly designed,
what with our highly distributed code!” Alphonso was saying.

“Not really. I think that the method call was right—we should really fix the
mutexes. It’s quite impossible to work with the distributed code if the mutexes
aren’t working that well. . . ”

“The problem is,” Alphonso protested, “we are trying to use a web-call as a
kind of mutex, which of course means that there are some things that we assume
to be atomic that may not actually be atomic.”

“Still, we should fix it. . . ” Aileen started but cut herself midway when the
waiter was serving up the first dish.

Antony looked around the table as the waiter laid out his share of the food. It
was a soup dish—a mock shark fins soup. It looked like the real thing, complete
with the textured “fins” and crab meat. There was a moratorium on the use of
actual shark’s fins in food that had just passed a few months ago, with everyone
replacing the authentic shark’s fins with an ersatz version that was manufactured
from various collagen feedstocks by the one company that had mastered the
techniques to create realistic looking shark’s fin. Those looked and tasted like
the real thing to the point where they had to undergo a very strict evaluation
process just to prove that everything that they made was indeed artificial and
that at no point where they replacing their products with real shark’s fin.

Antony knew about them only because he was following the news at that time.
He took a swig of it with his spoon, a nice soup spoonful of gooey soup stock and
crunchy “sharks’ fin” with real crab meat (no moratorium on that), and savoured
the flavour. It was delightful and delectable, a taste that reminded him of the old
Chinese wedding dinners that he had attended when he was a child, where such
dishes in authentic form were commonly encountered.

All about him, the chatter ceased the way that Aileen had stopped her reply
towards Alphonso as everyone greedily slurped up the tasty soup. Just when
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everyone was almost done with their soup, Mike sought out everyone’s attention
with various directed gazes. When he had everyone’s attention, Mike cleared his
throat.

“Alright Team, thanks for making it for the lunch on a Monday. I know that
some of you don’t usually come in that early,” some snickers were heard around
the table, “but I really appreciate that you were willing to change your schedule
for the day to come in a bit earlier to join us for this lunch.”

“As you all may wonder,” Mike continued as th snickering died down quickly.
“Why is it that we’re gathered here for lunch together, considering that it is a
Monday and there’s nothing else special that you all know about.”

Everyone was looking at Mike expectantly as the waiters came about to re-
move the empty bowls of what previously contained sharks’ fin soup, while an-
other group silently brought out a new entreé of Peking duck skin and thinly
sliced flesh. No one seemed to take any interest in that, much to the annoyance
of some of the waiters who had brought out the food.

“Well,” Mike said, as he swallowed rather loudly, “I’ve put in my two months.
I’m resigning from my position.” There was a quiet uproar: Angeline covered her
mouth as she gasped audibly. Alan stared at Mike hard and was about to ask a
question when he was cut off with sweep of Mike’s hand.

“I know what you all are thinking; you are wondering why I am resigning.
Maybe some of you an inkling of an idea why, but most of you. . . probably don’t,”
Mike continued as he looked around him. Everyone was observing him with rapt
attention, including Antony, who found that his jaw had hit the ground, and his
mind a complete blank.

“There’s a reason why we are out here, a little distance away from the main
office, and quite a distance away from anyone whom we would know from the
office. I think some of you might. . . appreciate that reason.

“In case it isn’t clear enough, I’ll just say it here: I resigned because. . . things
have changed a little too much at the top that I don’t think I can catch up with
them.

“I know it is rather sudden, but the decision to leave isn’t sudden at all. I
have been watching and observing the various things that were happening at
the management level, and while you all know that I have always tried to ensure
that they don’t get into the way of your work, it was getting increasing difficult to
do so especially when the middle management had undergone their most recent
restructuring. I had tried my best to adjust and deal with it, but it is not really
working out—the management has been throwing barrier after barrier, not at me
specifically, but just at all the team leaders. The others, as some of you have
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known, have already left, one after another. I have resisted the urge as much
as I could, trying to provide feedback to the management that they were doing
something unexpected and had a rather large negative impact, but they did not
seem to really listen nor care. I have no idea what their overall strategy was, but
whatever it was, it was definitely not something that I could find myself standing
behind a hundred percent.

“I could’ve just sent out an email to tell everyone on the team,” Mike contin-
ued quietly as he looked at each of the team members at the table in turn, “but
I thought it was important that all of you understand what you are going to face,
and what I had faced. The management will be assigning a new team leader to
you all soon, and I will have to hand over everything to the new person when they
have done so.

“I know that we, as a team, had gone through a hell lot, and had come out
stronger, and I feel bad that I am leaving like this—it feels as though I have let
the team down. But I want to emphasise that this is not wholly my choice—my
hand was. . . is forced. Perhaps some of you should really stop to think if this new
management style is indeed something you can get behind, since it will be you
who will have to carry on working after I have left.”

Mike finished his short speech and just sat there, defeated, his right hand
numbly grabbing his pair of chop sticks to pick up the pieces of Peking duck
that had been set on the serving plate in front of him. As if on cue, everyone else
started doing the same, all in the effort to bring back some form of normalcy to
what was the worst possible bombshell.

Antony was staring at Mike, his face a mask, his brain completely at a stand-
still. His eyes registered nothing that was happening in front of him, despite
them being completely unblinking and looking dead ahead.

Antony found himself standing in the middle of the green grassy field again.
It looked almost like what it looked like in the past, but it was once again subtly
different. The horizon seemed ever so far away, as though it were of an infinite
distance, with the horizon itself being hidden away by the wisp of a fog that was
both there and not there at the same time. The colours seemed to be less vibrant
somehow, and Antony could feel an overall dread of unimaginable doom falling
on him.

Doom, and dread amidst the lacklustre back drop. Antony sighed to himself.
“Oh? What’s the matter now? Can’t decide what you should be feeling?” The

Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at once.
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Antony did not even bother to reply. He just took a step forward. The scenery
immediately changed again—a thunderstorm brewed, and rain drops the sized of
coconuts fell from above at tremendous speed, smashing themselves upon the
ground with a thunderous roar. Each drop that managed to hit him in the head
only made him feel even more miserable, and he just stood there wallowing in it
as the gale howled about him and the rain fell ever more mercilessly.

It got to the point where the rain fall was strong enough to make dents into
the grass field when. . .

. . . Antony blinked his eyes. Angeline was looking at him, her hand half waving
in front of his face. She had a worried look about her. Antony slowly got his
bearings back together and noticed that everyone around the table were looking
at him concernedly. Even Mike. Or rather, especially Mike.

“Hey Antony, you doing okay? You look very pale,” Mike said, his eyes narrow-
ing and looking carefully at Antony as though to make additional observations of
his reply.

“I. . . I don’t feel so good. . . ” Antony stammered before pushing himself out of
the chair noisily and running towards the exit of the restaurant with seven pairs
of eyes looking at him move off into the distance.

“Any one know. . . what’s wrong with Antony today?” Mike started. “He seemed
really out of it when I was talking with him in the pantry.”

“It’s not just you, Mike”, Aileen chirped in. “He had been like that since this
morning.”

“I wonder what happened to him over the weekend. . . I remembered him
being all normal and happy on Friday before we all headed home from Happy
Hour,” Mike said thoughtfully to no one in particular.

Antony ran off from the restaurant towards a direction that he had no idea
where. He wasn’t tearing, but he could feel an insatiable urge to just yell some-
thing loud and obscene to no one in particular just to vent all the inner anger
and anguish. Juliet cheated on him in front of him—with a weird alien bullshit no
less!—and now Mike was also going.

The world was crumbling around Antony. He felt he could not face anyone
else at the team today, let alone at around a table during lunch. Though his
stomach was growling from hunger, he took a deep breath to subside his rage
before making his way slowly back to the office.
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He exited the Marriott and walked along the main road in the general direc-
tion of the office building. Among the crowd of pedestrians along the street, he
started to feel more camouflaged, safer, his anonymity seemingly aiding him to
blend among the urban hubbub. The world that was outside was actively hiding
him from the world that was on his inside, the world that was crumbling even as
he was speaking. He started to cuss softly for not asking Fatty Leong to meet
up for tea break instead, but he knew that there was no way that Fatty Leong
could ever meet up at that time, what with his new job and having to survive the
unusually long six-month probation. He’d have to wait for the evening to come,
when work was done, so he could meet up with Fatty Leong out at the “Wise Guys
Bar”.

Six hours. He had to work for six more hours before he could meet Fatty
Leong.

Antony kept on walking along the road, glad that no one had come running
for him, but secretly sad that no one did run after him. It was not as though he
knew what it was that he wanted—all he thought he wanted then was just to get
back to the office, get stuff done to run down the clock so he can go meet up
with Fatty Leong and unload everything before he just blew up.

The cars drove along the main road at great speed in the long stretches in
between traffic lights. One particular passing car caught his eye, and Antony
was sure he saw Juliet in it. But a quick close examination revealed that it was
a different car—a mainstream but still premium one—that had a different driver
in it. He was glad he did not call out to it when it drove past.

Actually, he did not know if he would have called out at all, even if Juliet were
the driver of the car. Juliet was basically nothing to him at this point—now, more
than twenty-four hours after the incident, he still could not put it out of his mind.
There was something innately wrong with the entire picture of Juliet making out
with that otherworldly apparition that caused an upheaval in his stomach that
made him feel like retching immediately to the side of the road without having
to care about how anyone else saw him.

Antony soldiered on, walking through the intensive mid day sun in the general
direction of his office building. It was not unheard of for anyone to be taking such
a long walk through the middle of the day, but it was definitely on the primary
means of getting about by people, considering just. . . everything. There were
just so many things wrong about the route—the weather or how hot and humid
it was, not counting the stupid amount of glare from the overhead sun; the road
conditions, or how packed the traffic sometimes were, or how the cars seemed
to not care about the people around them, speeding around like banshees on a
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mission; or the sidewalks, or just how badly maintained they were, with concrete
slabs all higgedly-piggedly given the amount of vertical displacement done by
the roots of over sized trees that had been planted into the small patches of soil
in the side.

He kept on walking, ignoring as much of the world around him as possible. He
tripped over a raised corner of a concrete slab and stumbled forward for quite a
few steps, all in the bid to ensure that he did not actually fall over. The last time
he fell over such a road, he had such a bad scrape that he had to take the rest of
the day off. And on a day like this, what with Mike revealing that he had quitted
on the team, in addition to the infidelity of Juliet, the last thing Antony wanted
was to sit at home pretending to be sedate.

“No fucking way I can just sit at home and rest like this,” Antony muttered to
himself when he caught back his stride to keep on walking. There was a sense
of purpose in his step, an unknown spring in the way he bounced up the balls
of his feet as he shifted his weight from one leg to the other in tempo to walk
forwards. To the outside observer, it was almost as though he were a confident
person walking towards a goal that he had looked forward to reaching at some
point, a complete anti-thesis to the actual feeling of dread that he was harbouring
deep within him, as he walked towards his torture before he could finally reach
some form of liberation, though to what extent it could be called liberation was
something that one would be hard-pressed to attempt to answer.

The traffic started to become more congested as the road led towards yet
another four-way traffic stop complete with the usual plethora of traffic lights.
Antony stood next to one of the traffic light poles and punched the button that
called for the pedestrian crossing lights to come on at some point. He leaned on
to it and waited for the lights to turn colour.

He was once again in the middle of a green field. The grass was getting even
more sickly looking in colour—he was not even sure why he was there again in the
first place. He looked about himself and spotted nothing that was worth noting,
or rather, nothing positive that was worth noting. No vibrant greens, no azure
skies clear of clouds, just a bland combination of the dullest hued colours that
was possible for the eye to detect all rolled into the vaguest of definitions of how
the grass and sky ought to look like.

The rain clouds had started to gather themselves about him; it was starting to
get a little more gray as the sunlight from above was getting more diffused by the
intervening layers of clouds that had gathered themselves together despite there
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being no wind whatsoever. In view of everything that was already happening in
that dream-like/nightmarish dreamscape, that was hardly the most peculiar of it
all. Nonetheless, it was still something that he could see.

The entire scenery was starting to get rather monotonous and depressing.
Antony sighed to himself before shouting out into nowhere: “Why the fuck

am I always back here?”
“Well, why the fuck should you not be back here?” boomed the Deep Bass

Voice from both everywhere and nowhere at once.
Antony blinked. . .

. . . and found that a few of the pedestrians from across the road were looking
at him funny, as are a few drivers whose vehicles were closest to him at the cross
junction. The lights were in his favour, and so he tried to ignore them all and just
walk along the crossing, continuing on his way back to the office. As he walked
passed some of the others from across the road, he caught snippets of their
whispers under their breath.

“What a weirdo! I wonder why he was shouting like that. . . ”
“Better not look at him. . . I think he is eavesdropping on our conversation!”
“Oh my, how scandalous! Look at the way his eyes are following us. . . we’d

better hurry along. . . ”
Antony was furious at the treatment. But it had the effect of taking the impor-

tant things off his mind, and he continued on his mechanically monotonic walk
towards the office. He ignored the passing cars as much as he could. He ignored
the people who were walking past him in either direction as much as he could.
He ignored the people who were standing on the sidewalk watching the world go
by as much as he could. He ignored the crows sitting around in his way as much
as he could. He ignored all the little things that were occurring around and about
him as much as he could. He ignored the passage of time itself as much as he
could.

And with much concentrated willpower in ignoring everything that was around
him, he arrived back at the office building itself. He pulled out his staff pass and
tapped at the gantry—apart from the security guard himself, there was no one
else there waiting to squeeze into the gantry. This time, unlike in the morning,
he succeeded on the first try and was soon on his way up to his cubicle back on
the cubicle farm on the fifth floor.

He sat back at his chair in front of the terminal and unlocked the screen once
again before continuing on the code whose bug he was tracing just before they
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had headed out for lunch. Soon, the lines of code on the screen dominated his
entire view and he could see nothing else.

“Hey Antony, are you alright?” Aileen said as she tapped on his shoulder.
Antony’s eyes had a glazed look about him when he turned away from his com-
puter screen to look at her. He found that apart from she who was standing on her
side of the “cubicle”, a few other ‘A’-team members were also crowding around
the general location, their faces all a blur. Mike was nowhere to be found, but it
was probably not that big a deal. All of them looked pretty anxiously at Antony, as
though waiting for him to say something that would either assauge their deepest
fears or to further exacerbate them.

“Yeah, I. . . I’m fine, I think,” Antony replied before attempting to turn his
chair to face back to the screen.

“Come on man, it’s obvious something isn’t going too well with you. Why
won’t share what’s wrong with us? You know we all stick up for each other, no
need to fake like you’re all hunky-dory when you ain’t,” Alan interjected only to
have Antony flare up into him.

“So what if I’m faking it? Does it matter? Does anything matter? Why do you
even care what is going on with me? Did I not mention that I’m fine already? If
you are not going to believe just what I said about myself, then why do you even
bother to ask? Can’t you guys just leave me alone? I’ve already said I’m okay!”

Everyone looked at him, stunned, of whom Aileen was the most dramatic,
with her mouth literally opened while her eyes just stared right at him. In the
relatively quiet office space, even a small raise in the voice was enough to sound
like a shouting match, let alone the sudden indignant raising of the voice the way
Antony did.

But there were almost no one else at the farms on that floor just yet. Lunch
time was too precious to be wasted back in the office.

“Woah, woah. . . no need to flare up. We just got concerned when you stormed
out like that during lunch. . . and you didn’t look like you were fine. . . ” Alan said,
his face turning an uncomfortably embarassing shade of red, backing off ever so
slightly with his hands in front of him.

A couple of the other ‘A’-team members nodded their heads in solidarity but
without actually saying anything, not trying to draw unnecessary attention and
wrath to themselves. Already some of them looked very much like they would be
happier somewhere else if not for the fact that they were all there together.

“I’ve already said I’m fine,” Antony replied through gritted teeth, his eyes
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flaring red while he was trying his hardest not to cry. “If you guys are here about
what happened at the restaurant, well, I’m sorry, okay? I’ll go find Mike later to
apologise to him. Now will you all leave me alone for now?”

Reluctantly, everyone from the ‘A’-team started making their egress, each
stealing a glance or two at Antony before looking quickly away, as though they
did not want to repeat the kind of face off that Alan just got from Antony. He just
pretended not to notice their glance stealing and was just sitting there stolidly
still, as though daring any of them to stay behind to challenge him at his word.

When the crowd had thinned till almost no one who was not sitting there was
left, Alphonso quietly walked up to Antony and handed him a small takeaway bag
from the Chinese restaurant. Antony tried to push it away from Alphonso, but the
latter was firmly forcing it into the former’s hands, without giving any ground.

“Here, Mike thought that you ought to have some food. He was sure that you
haven’t had anything to eat. In case you were wondering why no one came after
you, Mike said he knew that something like that would happen, but he was a little
shocked that it was you who reacted so badly—he told us that you needed some
time to blow off some steam because something obviously rotten had happened
over the weekend for you. Also, you owe Alan an apology—there really was no
need to yell at him like that. And no, I’m not going to stay and talk about things,
and I don’t need that bag of food. Keep it and eat it if you want, or toss if you
don’t. Whatever it is man, take care, but don’t take it out on others,” Alphonso
said before turning around to walk back to his place on the cubicle farm.

Antony sat there, his hands still holding the bag of takeaway food from the
Chinese restaurant at Marriott. Alex had quietly turned to face his computer
screen once again, as had Aileen. The rest of the cubicles were still empty, and
Antony suddenly felt a deep wrenching feeling from deep within his gut.

Antony turned back around to face his monitor, glad that the person who was
seated opposite him had not returned from his lunch yet. There was no one to
see the tears flowing down the sides of his face as he opened up the takeaway
bag and removed the food carrier within it. His stomach started growling with
a new intensity and he was suddenly grateful for them having brought back the
food—he was hungry indeed.

He did not just owe Alan an apology—he owed everyone else an apology as
well. And he definitely owed Mike the biggest apology that he could give.
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Chapter 3

The Person He Vents To

Antony walked up to the familiar heavy glass doors with chrome handles that
extended from the top of the doors to the bottom. The neon text that appeared
at the top of the door way itself was muted in its own sort of way. “Wise Guys
Bar”—that was all it said. Yet it said much though; it was a place where Antony
would often meet up with his childhood friend, the infamous Fatty Leong.

He and Fatty Leong went way back, back to when they were still in primary
school. As fate would have it, they had found themselves in the same class from
that point onwards, even into college when they both took software engineering
as well. Fatty Leong had been a steady friend throughout the years—while others
succumbed to various vices and life’s excesses and thus left the friendships,
Fatty Leong was still as stalwart as always.

Antony knew that he could count on Fatty Leong.
He had spent a better part of the day after the lunch thinking to himself that

he was almost at the limit of breaking. Juliet did not even so much as to send
him a text message, let alone call him after the whole cheating incident. And
Mike’s announcement, well, it just came so suddenly that Antony had no idea
what to make of it. His personal life had started falling apart, and his work life
was also starting to become relatively unstable, especially with all the changes
that are bound to come when the management itself changed. While the rest of
his colleagues and team mates had put on a brave front in front of each other,
he knew that they were also as frightened as he was due to the unknown, despite
not having really talked with them about the whole affair since he had stormed
out of the restaurant and basically ignored everyone after that. The economy
was not doing that well anyway—there had been reports that they were headed
to another depression, and that this time it was going to be of a prolonged sort

71



72 CHAPTER 3. THE PERSON HE VENTS TO

of state.
That, in spite of all that, Mike thought it the best course of action to actually

resign was a harbinger of the kind of nonsense that management had in store
for the rest of them. The very thought itself was enough to make Antony go all
queasy in the stomach.

He knew he had to talk. He was ready to talk. He knew that if he did not
talk now he would be in serious trouble. Very serious trouble. The kind that was
worse than the yelling that he gave Alan when the latter tried to be friendly and
ask him just what was wrong. The kind that would do more than just cause him
to lose his job.

Fatty Leong was suprised to hear from him over the phone, mostly because it
was one of those rare occasions that Antony was calling him during office hours,
and it was on a week day asking him to meet up for a drink in the evening, some-
thing that they hardly ever do. He agreed almost immediately without question,
and Antony was glad.

Having pushed the doors open to the “Wise Guys Bar”, Antony entered into
its cool and dark interior. The bar looked very sleazy at first blush, but it was
really more of a quiet drinking place than one that allowed illicit activities taking
place. The bar owner was well-known to physically manhandle anyone who tried
anything funny within the bar, even without waiting for his bouncers to spring
into action. Everyone who came to the “Wise Guys Bar” knew that they were
supposed to behave like civilised folk and not some kind of punk going out on
a night about town trying to get laid or do some other odd activities. So even
on a weekend, the crowd tends to be sedate and well-behaved, even as heavy
drinking was taking place.

The décor of the bar itself was very simple. The walls, floor and ceiling were
painted with a matt black, with dim incandescent lighting all about to bring out
the quiet darkness that was always so comforting to those who wanted to discuss
things that were better left in those situations than in public.

Antony stood near the door way to the bar for a moment to let his eyes get
used to the dimmer lighting. He cast his gaze around and soon found Fatty
Leong, who was sitting at a table on the far end of the bar, just a little away from
the entrance to the kitchen. It was the usual place where they liked to meet up
whenever they were at the “Wise Guys Bar”, mostly because it tended to be out of
way from most people, and it was possible to get a whiff of what was being made
in a kitchen, something that seemed to be small and insignificant, but could be
an easy pick me up especially on a rotten day when either of them wanted to
de-stress.
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“Yo Antony! Over here!” Fatty Leong waved as he spotted Antony. It was clear
that he was not taking any of what Antony’s unspoken words for granted and was
genuinely looking out for his friend, both figuratively and literally, and for that,
Antony felt very grateful and was already starting to feel a twinge of hope at the
end of the rather claustrophobic tunnel.

Antony ambled towards Fatty Leong, navigating himself around the bar stools
and tables around. It was still early in the evening since they had arranged to
meet immediately after work, and thus the usual evening crowd has barely started
to gather. Couple that with the fact that it was a week night, and a Monday to
boot, they were lucky that the “Wise Guys Bar” was even open in the first place.

Fatty Leong was seated on the high bar stool, his back against the wall, his
hand holding a stein of beer. If Antony could hazard a guess, it would be that
it was some kind of lager, but it would take a while before he could figure out
which lager it was. Antony pulled up the nearest bar stool to the table and sat
himself on it before resting his briefcase near the central pillar leg of the table
on the floor.

“Hey Antony! Before you say anything, tell me, lager or stout?”
“Uh. . . I don’t know?” Antony stammered, his mind not ready to understand

the sudden question.
“In that case, I’ll decide for you. Hey barkeep, one Guinness for Antony here!”

The order was acknowledged by a cheery reply from the bartender on duty that
evening, who proceeded to grab a regulation glass and put it under one of the
taps at an angle before pulling down on the lever to fill it up. Antony saw that the
dark stout was slowly filling up the glass from the bottom, while the stout head
was filling itself out on the sides.

“Yo Antony, stop looking at the bar; John doesn’t stinge nor does he cheat
when drawing from the tap, so you’re gonna be getting your stout soon,” Fatty
Leong grinned as Antony turned back around to look at him.

“Fatty Leong” was really a misnomer at that time. The Fatty Leong of today
was nothing like the old Fatty Leong—instead of some over-sized tub of lard who
would wheeze as he made his way along a flat road towarsd the bus stop, Fatty
Leong was actually a fairly buffed male who had a physique that drove women
wild and men angry with jealousy. It also did not help that his facial structure
was much more pronounced and macho ever since he lost all that weight he had
put on since primary school. Back then, he was so rotund that he was always
that funny person who had to stop every few steps just to catch his breath when
climbing up the stairs. Everyone started calling him “Fatty Leong” then, and the
name stuck. Even when he was in college when he started on his insane physical
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training to carve out the Adonis that he was today, the name “Fatty Leong” was
still applied to him. In many ways, that was Antony’s fault—he had been in the
same class as Fatty Leong since primary school, and each time they were in a new
place, he would inadvertently call him by that nickname, even though he always
promised each time that he would remember not to use it. Once word got out that
his oldest friend was calling him “Fatty Leong”, everyone else started following
suit and there was never an end to it.

Fatty Leong basically gave up trying to correct anyone and just embraced the
nickname as an ironic statement.

“So, what’s going on? Why the sudden need to meet up? I thought you had a
shindig with Juliet over the weekends. . . that wasn’t enough fun for you?” Fatty
Leong began, his eyes carefully observing Antony’s reactions.

Antony stared back at Fatty Leong, his eyes starting to turn red. Fatty Leong
quietly looked at his friend and waited patiently for him to compose himself
before saying what it was that he wanted to say.

“Juliet and I. . . we broke up.”
“Oh?” Fatty Leong replied, frowning his brows. “I thought that the both of

you were really good with each other? What happened? Is this the reason why
you wanted to come out for a drink after work on a week day?”

“Only one of the reasons. . . ”
“Hmm. Okay, tell me what happened first,” Fatty Leong said gently as he took

a swig from his stein of beer and looked at Antony, waiting for the latter to begin
his tale.

“On Saturday, Juliet and I went out to the park by the coast for a walk and do
some, you know, regular relaxing things out in the park. We were having some
refreshments when she reminded me that there was this midsummer party that
I had promised to go with her that evening.

“I had cleanly forgotten that it was supposed to be that evening and nearly
made her mad. But luckily I had nothing else planned for that time slot, so I
just admitted my mistake and said that I would go with her for that midsummer
party.”

“Midsummer party?” Fatty Leong asked, his face looking a bit confused. “Is
it that mooncake festival thing with all the lanterns and things?”

“No, unfortunately. It turns out that it was some kind of weird cult thing in-
volving faerie folk and European tradition from back in the day to ensure eternal
lifelong prosperity or something like that.”

“And you know that because. . . ?”
“Because I promised Juliet that I would read up about it and stumbled upon
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a website that was explaining it in near excruciating detail? It was basically
outlining a completely hocus-pocus story about how it was a tradition that came
from the past when the ancestors for those who came from Europe would seek
favours from these faerie folk—or ‘lords and ladies’ as Juliet’s father would call
them in his address—and then ended up having bound their descendents to such
servitude each time midsummer came about through a ritualised worship party
called the midsummer party.

“It turned out that Juliet’s father or mother’s ancestors were part of that chain
of people who belonged to that. . . cult. . . and that they were hosting the mid-
summer party for all the other rich and powerful people in the area who were also
part of that cult.”

“Juliet’s rich?” Fatty Leong asked.
“Yeah, I mean, I sort of knew that she was rich—I mean, just look at the car

that she drives—but I didn’t know just how rich she was. Or at least, how rich her
family was.”

“Hmmm. . . ” Fatty Leong murmured pensievely, taking another big gulp from
his stein of beer.

“Hmmm?” Antony asked.
“Hmmm. Go on. . . ”
“Okay, so as I was saying, it turned out that Juliet’s family was stupid rich.

They were living in that weird neighbourhood that hardly anyone goes to because
it was just so opulent with the large sidewalks, the large yards and the overall
haughty feel that one wasn’t supposed to be there. You know which place I’m
talking about?”

“Oh I know the one,” Fatty Leong replied. “That place near the woods that
no one could legally claim to own to tear down and build up some new mall or
residential estate? Wow, you said that Juliet lived there?”

“Yes!”
“That’s just. . . crazy—that place has houses that are hardly ever for sale, and

for the rare one that did, the asking price was so high that it was never published
publicly, and one had to contact the lawyer involved in the sale just to get hold of
the price. I really cannot believe that it was the first time that you were visiting
her place. . . but please, don’t let me interrupt you and just carry on.”

“Okay, so she lived there. Her family was stupid rich, but I think I’m jumping
the gun here—let’s get back to the park thing. No wait, I’ve already talked about
the park thing and was talking about my reading about their weird midsummer
party thing. Oh right. . . green tunic.”

“What green tunic? You mean like the one Link wears in those Zelda games?”
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Fatty Leong asked quizzically.
“Yes!”
“What about it?”
“I had to wear it,” Antony replied aghast.
“No kidding. . . ”
“No.”
“Any particular reason why?” Fatty Leong replied questioningly.
“It was part of their stupid ritual! So apparently everyone had to wear those

fucking things, complete with colour coding and all, to attend the midsummer
party!” Antony replied breathlessly.

“Woah Antony. . . calm down and drink some your Guinness, really. You need
to calm down more. . . don’t get so worked up,” Fatty Leong said soothingly, his
face still maintaining a strange sense of calm.

Antony stared at Fatty Leong for a bit and seemed to understand what he
was saying and took a big mouthful of the Guinness that was in front of him.
Apparently John the bartender had finally completed the task of dispensing a
draught of Guinness and had surrepticiously brought it over to their corner just
as Antony was telling the tale of what happened between Juliet and he. The
strongish alcohol from the beer made its way through Antony’s bloodstream,
dilating his capillaries and giving his face a light flush. He could feel the heat
rising through the pores of his skin, but simultaneously he felt that his mind was
a little looser and his tongue a little more willing to talk about things that he had
felt was too discomforting to think about just hours ago.

“It was colour coded—green for neophytes who had nothing to do with the
entire ritual and were there as observers, blue for those who observed the ritual
as part of their heritage, and red for those who were seeking some kind of favour
from the faerie folk.”

“But that’s not the reason why you broke up with Juliet,” Fatty Leong declared.
“And that’s not the reason why I broke up with Juliet. I mean, I could sort

of tolerate the fact that her family was so bloody stinking rich, I could sort of
tolerate the weird shit that her family and the other rich families have to do. . . ”

“Really?”
“Well. . . not really, but that’s not the point! What I wanted to say is. . . that

stupid bitch cheated on me in front of me and that’s why I broke up with her!”
Antony stopped at that point and finished the rest of his Guinness in one go,

much to Fatty Leong’s partial horror and amusement.
“Easy there Antony. . . that’s a whole bloody glass of Guinness you’ve downed

right there. You haven’t really had anything to eat, right? So that is probably
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going to really get into your head. Tell you what, before you continue, let me order
something so we can munch on,” Fatty Leong said to Antony before gesticulating
at John at the bar. John nodded his head and punched a few buttons on the
console behind him to send the orders to the kitchen.

Antony sat there at the table, his head feeling a little more woozy than before.
There was something within him that was just. . . liberating. He felt as though
something that was originally stuck inside him was suddenly allowed to float
freely through, to go beyond all that was the definition of him, to emit itself as a
kind of released demon from one that was possessed.

Yet despite the freeing feeling, there was still something hollow left within
Antony, but he could not identify why it was.

“How are you feeling now?” Fatty Leong asked after having decided that
enough time had passed between then and the last outburst from Antony.

“I feel. . . a little better I think? But there’s still something. . . hollow. . . in-
side. . . ”

“Yeah I know what you mean. Admit it, you think she truly was a bitch but you
couldn’t bring yourself to say it out loud.”

“I. . . guess? She should’ve known not to just kiss that fucker in front of
me, even if that bastard were part of the ‘faerie folk’ or something. And I was
wearing green Fatty Leong, fucking green! It’s like. . . it was meant to be that I
was cuckolded.”

“Wait,” Fatty Leong caught something and suddenly got all serious, “you’re
telling me that she made out with a faerie folk? What the hell do you mean?
Those things are real?”

“Yes they are fucking real Fatty Leong! I thought I told you about them?”
“No, you mentioned something about them being involved in granting favours

or something, and I had taken that to be some kind of metaphor that you were
going for to explain their ritual. Now tell me, what is this thing about faerie folk
again?”

“Juliet’s father was on top of some stage platform thing and was facing the
back yard that opened to the woods and was saying something very loudly. Some
light thing started appearing along the back yard, like it was part of some doorway
or something, really hard to describe because what I saw didn’t make any sense
in my head while making perfect sense in my eyes. The light seemed to be com-
ing from the edge of an opening door, and then the door itself was opened before
all these strange looking things came through. One of them called themselves
Oberon or something, and the other Titania—I’m not sure if I had remembered
them wrong. But anyway, those were the two that talked the most, and then there
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was some kind of fervent dancing or something before that bitch made out with
one of those faerie folk things in front of me.”

“Wow,” Fatty Leongmouthed as a waiter brought out a plate of potato wedges.
“You should grab some of these before you continue,” he said as John put another
glass of Guinness in front of Antony.

Antony picked a couple of potato wedges and stuffed himself with it, chewing
ferociously before swallowing the mush. He could not tell if it was really helping
or if it were a placebo effect, but in either case he found that he was starting to
feel less warm and woozy, and that he was in more or less control of himself once
again, but without being completely sober, hovering in the comfortable twilight
zone of just being buzzed.

“So what happened after that? Did you just run over to sock the bastard in
the face, yell at Juliet or what?”

“I passed the fuck out,” Antony said bitterly, his fists clenched.
“Woah. . . seriously?”
“Yes. I passed the fuck out. I don’t know for the love of God just why I passed

the fuck out instead of just running up towards the bastard and smashing his
stupid fugly face in. I really don’t know. Maybe there was something in the air
that night that prevented me from actually being in control of my actions, or
maybe that bitter anger that I felt when she cheated on me right there and then
was enough to drop my blood pressure low enough that I just collapse on the
spot, or maybe somebody clocked me in the head with something heavy—I just
don’t know!

“But when I finally came to, I found that I was sitting in the passenger’s seat
of Juliet’s convertible without having a the foggiest clue just how the fuck I ended
up there. What was even more amazing was that Juliet was also sitting next to
me, which of course was great for my anger.

“Bitch cheated on me in front of me and had the fucking gaul to just sit there
next to me like nothing had ever happened.”

“Hm. How did you feel then?”
“I was angry. I didn’t want to be there any more. The entire extravagance and

opulence of her family was starting to annoy me so much that I demanded that
I be sent home, mostly because there was no way to just get a taxi to come. I
didn’t bring my cell phone because there were no pockets on the fucking tunic,
and seriously, good luck trying to wish that a taxi would turn up that particular
street. It just wasn’t going to happen. Also, did you know that her entire house is
wired up like the NSA or something? Not even kidding. . . everything was wired
up to various sensors and microcontrollers that it was more futuristic than Star
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Trek.
“Anyway, she drove me back home in near silence, mostly because I didn’t

want to talk to her, and mostly because. . . she was speeding or something.”
“So you broke up with her in the car before you were driven home?” Fatty

Leong asked.
“Of course not! Are you fucking dense, Fatty Leong? I didn’t break up with

her then. I was angry, but I think I had some kind of massive headache from
something that happened while at that stupid midsummer party. I really didn’t
want to talk to her, and I of course didn’t want to think. But somehow I suspect
that in my gut, the entirety of the scenario was enough to just turn my insides
out, and so after she dropped me off at my place, I just broke up with her then.
It just came to me like that, I couldn’t remember if it were something that I had
planned, but it was something that happened. I just didn’t want to talk with her
any more, not after what that bitch did to me.”

“Hmm. . . ” Fatty Leong started, thinking a little to himself. “Forgive me, it’s
not that I’m not on your side, but let me get this straight: you never really gave
her the chance to explain what was happening then?”

Antony’s face started to grow a deeper shade of red. “What the fuck do you
mean, Fatty Leong?”

“Calm down now. . . what I mean is, maybe you are feeling rotten now because
you felt that you didn’t give her the chance to actually explain what was going
on. You were in a situation that you were unfamiliar with. That whole midsummer
party thing you described sounded like a strange drug party to me, with people on
weird hallucinogens to gain some kind of group euphoria to celebrate something.
So, the environment was terrible. Couple that with the unfamiliarity with Juliet’s
place to begin with, maybe you were just over-reacting to what you thought you
saw, and that’s why you are feeling this hollow feeling now, since there’s now a
hole in your heart when your gut is saying that you fucked up because you were
angry.”

“Geez Fatty Leong, which part of what I said do you now understand? She
fucking kissed that faerie asshole in front of me, cuckolding me!”

“. . . and you didn’t give her a chance to explain what was going on.”
“Why the fuck do I need to give her a chance to explain when it is all so obvios

and apparent?” Antony replied, almost shouting.
“Because you were in a strange situation with no social cues that you could

understand?” Fatty Leong replied slow, his eyes looking at Antony as though to
challenge him to attack that reasonably stated fact.

Antony just sat at his seat and wolfed down another couple of potato wedges
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before washing them down with around a third of the glass of Guinness. He
seemed to be deep in thought, and Fatty Leong was almost glad to see that.

“I guess you’re right,” Antony conceded. “Maybe I should’ve let her talk. She
did try to call me over the weekend though. But I was so fucking angry with her!”

“Of course you’ve got the right to be angry,” Fatty Leong replied matter-of-
factly. “But you’ve gotta also realise that maybe things were not as they seem
because the context in which it was happening in was something that you weren’t
familiar with and that maybe you’ve made a mistake in evaluating the situation?”

Antony sighed. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. . . ” He looked at the glass of Guin-
ness thoughtfully without adding another word for a bit.

Fatty Leong drained the rest of his stein of beer and grabbed a few more
potato wedges.

Time seemed to pass slowly with neither of them actually talking with each
other. Each was now nursing a new drink from John, and a tray of wings had been
served when the empty basket for the potato wedges were taken away.

“How do you feel now?” Fatty Leong said, finally breaking through the silence.
“A little better, but not much better.”
“Oh? Why?”
“Work’s a piece of shit too. . . ”
“Wow, you’ve really had a rough weekend. You wanna talk about it?”
“Sure, why not?” Antony replied in resignation. “We’re already here anyway.

So earlier today roughly at the time I was calling you on the phone, we were
heading to that Chinese restaurant at the Marriott Hotel. At that point we didn’t
know what the occasion was, so we just went along with the plan.”

“By ‘we’, you mean. . . ”
“The ‘A’-team, my colleagues under Mike.”
“Ah! Okay, carry on. . . ”
“So we just went along with the plan. We all arrived at the restaurant and were

seated and the first couple entrées came and went without incident. Then Mike
made a speech about why we were there and it was terrible. He basically said
that he was quitting because management was being asinine and making it hard
for things to get done.”

“Yeesh Antony. . . who did you offend to end up with so many whammies
all in less than three days?” Fatty Leong asked in mock horror. “This is the
supervisor you said that was good at blocking nonsensical management bullshit
while helping to set and prioritise the goals right?”

“The very same. He was a good boss—he was very flexible, loyal to the team,
and fiercely protective of us. He also gave credit where credit ws due, never really
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trying to steal any credit that was available. He was the only reason why it was
even worth working. . . where I’m working now.

“But now he was going to go. And from him, we’ve learnt that the other su-
pervisors at his level were either leaving or have left, and that it was because
management was hatching something weird at the top. They basically screwed
him over by not giving him any directions and guidance on how best to realign
with their overall corporate goal—Mike said that each turn he made to accommo-
date he found the thumb screws being applied by management. And apparently,
it wasn’t an overnight thing—he had been fighting the nonsense for quite a while,
before he finally decided that enough is enough and threw in the towel.”

“And how does this make you feel?” Fatty Leong asked as he started sipping
on a fresh stein of beer that John had brought out.

“Very anxious. First job and all, I know I’m not like you, now on your second
job. I feel that I really want to see the project through, but with Mike gone there’s
going to be a good chance that they will start to separate up the ‘A’-team and
redeploy them throughout the company.”

“Well, you can always learn something new. . . ”
“But that’s not the point! I find it stupid that management would be doing this

to us—don’t the team dynamics or synergy or somethingmean anything to them,
like for real? We’re talking about a team of people who had worked together for
years with somewhat decent camaradarie, and then they want to split it up just
to pad the numbers of some other team. I’m sure someone has an axe to grind
up there and were using us as pawns of the overall game.”

“Hmm. . . but Mike’s not leaving just yet right? I’m assuming he merely threw
in his two months, which means that he is only physically leaving after then?”

“Yes, but still. . . ”
“I know I know. Couple that with what happened between you and Juliet, it

was just a big clusterfuck that you didn’t want to handle at once. Well, I hope this
has helped you calm down more,” Fatty Leong said. “Look, if you are not looking
forward to the future at your current company, why not join the one I’m in now?
The economy may be bad now, but we are looking for new hires to prepare our
new stuff during the bad times so that we can reap the benefits when the good
times swing by. You don’t have to answer me now, but you can always think about
this within the next two months if you have to.”

“Hey, Fatty Leong,” Antony started.
“Yeah?”
“You’re the best friend I have man.”
“Aww. . . heheheh. . . well, that’s what friends are for. What else do you want
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for dinner? Those potato wedges are just enough to get you not so drunk so that
you can tell me things coherently. We still need to eat something more normal
for a meal,” Fatty Leong said.

“I don’t really want to go else where though. . . ” Antony started.
“No problems. Why do you keep forgetting that ‘Wise Guys Bar’ also has a

decent restaurant menu?” Fatty Leong said as he thumbed through the menu
that had been on the shelf immediately below the surfacce of the table. Antony
grabbed one for himself and started perusing it as well. Expecting a shabby
sheet of badly printed paper, Antony was surprised to find that it was an actually
properly laminated one, printed in ink that showed up well even under the dim
lighting. The list of food that was available was fairly typical for bar grub, with
burgers, fries, more wedges, list of beers, some fish and chips, and even a steak
or two.

“The fish and chips look good,” Antony said.
“That was what I waas thinking of myself—the steak feels a little too heavy for

a Monday evening meal, especially when I’ve not really planned for it to begin
with. The fish and chips are actually very nice. I’ve had them before some time
back, and they had the kind of succulence that is hard to explain. All I can add
to that is that despite it being bar grub, they actually use really fresh fish,” Fatty
Leong replied.

Antony nodded.
John walked over and took down their orders without saying a word before

giving the both of them a nod. He turned around and walked back to the console
behind the counter to input their order once again. Antony swivelled himself
around to watch John copy out the order he had scribbled in his notepad into
the machine by pressing of variou coloured tiles on the touch screen panel. For
some reason, he found it to be mesmerising—the tiles on the screen were in a
variety of colours, and each seemed to blink whenever they were bring activated.

“So. . . what now then?” Fatty Leong asked after he took another big sip from
his stein of beer.

“What do you mean ‘what now’?” Antony asked in reply.
“You clearly seemed way more calm now than before you stepped in here,

so I think that all that venting that you did was doing you some good. But all
that managed to do was to let you vent out all the frustration that was within—it
doesn’t really say much about what you are going to do next. Are you going to
try to talk to Juliet in a bid to fix things, for instance. Also, what about your job?
That situation you said. . . and the offer of help into the company I work at if you
want. You gotta like, move on, you know, instead of just getting stuck in the past,
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even after you have let it all out.”
Antony looked at Fatty Leong, his brow furrowed as he got deep in thought.
His eyes started glazing over and defocusing. A sudden whoosh of alcohol

seemed to finally find its way directly to his brain and he closed his eyes invol-
untarily. . .

Antony found himself standing in the middle of the same field of green once
again. The grass seemed to be more vibrant than last time, and each blade of
grass seemed to take on amuch sharper definition than he could ever remember,
as though his eyes were focused ever so sharply at each and every blade with
hardly any effort. The grass field was extended, like always, in all directions from
where he was standing to as far as the eye could see and then beyond that.
Visibility was surprisingly well—he found that he could see as far as he cared
to, and found that even as he cast his eyes into the distant horizon, his field of
view narrowed almost naturally, as if he were an eagle or hawk focusing their
finely-tuned eyes on their prey.

In the distance among the myriad and myriad of grass was the horizon, a
stark line that separated the azure heavens above from the green earth below it.
It was a cloudless sort of sky, with the most pretty blue that one could dream of,
the kind that would take any bad day and immeidately turn that on its head. The
sun, though overhead, was not in the least unwelcomed nor discomforting—in
fact Antoy felt that it was like an old friend that he had missed for quite some
time for having been away for some reason.

Antony looked about himself more carefully and eventually spotted some
trees among the green grassy field. There were definitely trees, but they were
sparsely scattered about, and tended to be in the background of the postcard
like setting.

There was an eery sort of quiet that permeated the entire space, as though it
were the very definition of the void. The quiet was complete and felt extremely
artificial—apart from the regular heart beat and breathing rhythem he could hear
from within himself, there was no other sound at all. There was no tinnitus to mar
that blissful ‘perfect’ silence effect, and Antony felt completely at home for the
first time in the entirety of the past four days.

Antony savoured the heat from the sun above on his face, looking upwards
with his eyes closed, his face aimed towards the sun once more, with its highly
filtered light impinging on his retinas the same colour as his eye lids that were
just shone through with an overly powerful light.
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Antony took a step forward before opening his eyes.
A small breeze started to pick up and blow itself ever so gently about Antony,

caressing his face as it flowed along, unimpeded by the extreme largeness of
the grassy green field itself. The breeze danced along in between the blades of
grass, rustled through some of the leaves of the trees that were in its way but not
completely in its way before changing course to disperse itself among the rest
of the air that was present.

Antony opened up his eyes and looked about him again. The field itself looked
almost the same as before—instead of supernaturally sharp focus on the blades
of grass, there were instead a more normal looking blend of sharp and blur edges
the way one would expect them to look naturally. The horizon itself seemed ever
farther away, and there was definitely the light sound that a breeze makes as it
wafts its way throughout the terrain.

“This is definitely a far cry from the few times I was here. . . ” Antony muttered
to himself as he allowed the breeze to cool himself down.

“Of course it is a far cry from the few time you were here. . . are you daft?”
The Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Seriously, who the hell are you and why do you keep yelling at me each time
I’m here?” Antony replied to the Deep Bass Voice, or to no one in particular
since it was simultaneously everywhere and nowhere.

“Why does it matter who I am? My true nature has nothing to do with my
form, and it is my form that you keep summoning without you actually ever under-
standing my nature. Frankly, I’m getting rather tired with the fact that you keep
skipping in and out of here like as though you own the bloody place,” the Deep
Bass Voice replied with an air of irritation from both everywhere and nowhere at
once.

“Fine! At least answer me this, why does it always change in here whenever I
take a step forward?”

“Forward? You call that a forward step?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed and
then guffawed from both everywhere and nowhere at once. “You sure are taking
a step, but forward? No, I don’t think you understand what it means to take
a forward step. And before you get all antsy with me, no, you may think that
you are taking forward steps, but I can assure you that you are well and much
stationary despite all the perceived senses of motion that you may think you have
undertaken,” the Deep Bass Voice boomed its reply again from both everywhere
and nowhere at once.

“Oh? You think so? In that case, let’s run an experiment and see what will
happen. . . ” Antony replied defiantly, picked a direction, and started running as
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fast as he could.
He could feel the wind rushing through his hair as he sprinted on, his lungs

initially keeping up, but slowly having to take much larger, deeper and quicker
breaths as he realised that he was approaching an unsustainable speed of run-
ning. He kept on pumping his legs and arms in the coordinated manner one
would do when sprinting and after nearly twenty seconds of what felt like full
effort, Antony slowed himself down to a jog and looked about him.

“Well?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at
once.

Antony surveyed his surroundings. The horizon was still as far as ever, but
that was to be expected—he was not expecting to actually ever reach the horizon,
solely through the definition of what a horizon was. The breeze was still wafting
through him lazily, and the features of the landscape surrounding him seemed
to have not changed much, if at all. He could have sworn that he had seen that
particular patch of grass earlier, before he had sprinted off in that direction that
he had taken. He was starting to get the nagging sensation that he had not really
moved in any significant direction no matter how hard he had sprinted and how
real it felt as though he had move through the terrain.

“Are you playing some kind of trick on me?” Antony asked cautiously.
“‘Are you playing some kind of trick on me?’” The Deep Bass Voice repeated

Antony’s words mockingly from both everywhere and nowhere at once. “Please,
I literally have better things to do than to play such jejune tricks on you. What do
you think I am, some kind of boring sap? I assure you that whatever you think
you are observing are completely due to your own choices that you have made.
I have nothing to do with anything, and I’m only here because for some damn
reason, I feel like I had been summoned here to be an observer of some sorts.
It started out fun and all, but got progressively more boring and weird.”

“You didn’t have to be all sarcastic. . . a simple ‘no’ would have sufficed,”
Antony muttered under his breath.

“Ha! But I wasn’t the one who told you to do that stupid thing you just did.
Actually, I think you’ve done lots of stupid things, and for them all, I know for
sure that I had nothing to do with them.” The Deep Bass Voice boomed again
from both everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Okay fine. Why is there no rain now?” Antony demanded out loud.
“Geez. . . isn’t it obvious?” The Deep Bass Voice replied curtly from both

everywhere and nowhere at once. “I guess you’re not as smart as you think you
are then if you cannot even figure out the answer to such a simple problem.”

Antony stared around, trying to find something that he could focus on and
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pin-point it as the true source of the disconcerting voice that boomed from both
everywhere and nowhere at once for all his scorn. But whoever—or whatever—
it was, it had done a marvellous job in keeping itself hidden away while still
maintaining some kind of observation of everything that was happening.

Frustrated again, he shrugged and started walking forward once more, only
to trip over a piece of stone. . .

. . . and smashed his head on the table.
“Oww fuck. . . that hurt,” Antony muttered as he nursed the bruise on his head.
“Hey Antony, why’d you suddenly space out like that? I’m so glad the food

hasn’t arrived yet, or you’d be smashing your face into the fish and chips, wasting
it!” Fatty Leong laughed with a sense of schadenfreude.

“But,” Fatty Leong quickly continued, “seriously though, what the hell just
happened there? One moment you were about to talk about something half way
and the next I saw you falling head first towards the table. Maybe we should
cut you off from the alcohol. . . Guinness is not exactly a wimpy type of beer you
know. . . and you were really chugging it like it were water.”

Antony looked sheepishly at Fatty Leong.
“Yeah, I think I’ve had one drop too many. Just felt so tired and weird and

my eyes automatically closed themselves and all. . . ” Antony admitted.
“You’d better pay closer attention to how much you are drinking. It’s really

hard at times to get a figurative grip on oneself, especially when tricky things
like emotions are involved,” Fatty Leong said sagely.

Antony nodded in agreement.
“How long was I out again? Was it particularly long?”
“Not very long actually. Your eyes were closed, then you fell forward before

I could react and whanged your head on the table and woke up,” Fatty Leong
replied in a matter-of-fact voice.

“Really? That short?”
“Really.”
“It felt as though I had passed out for a good long while. . . ”
Fatty Leong shook his head. The two of them stared at each other for the

moment without any word.
“Perceived time. . . has a way of changing itself. I thought you should know

that,” Fatty Leong said finally. Antony just nodded in agreement—there was noth-
ing else that needed to be said about that.

A waiter who was not John came out from behind the kitchen and started
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to lay out the two fish and chips that were ordered. He placed the skillet full
of food in front of Antony, and then placed another one in front of Fatty Leong,
mumbled something along the lines of “enjoy your meal” before turning away
from the table.

“Dig in then!” Fatty Leong exclaimed as he attacked the fried and battered
fish with gusto. Antony was also digging in to his meal, but with less ferocity than
his friend. He cut a slice of the fish with the knife, picked it up with his fork and
dipped it in the tartar sauce before slipping the entire thing into his mouth. The
sweetness of the fish and the slight sourness of the tartar melted as one flavour
in his mouth, and he smacked his lips from the flavour.

“It’s. . . good!” Antony said between bites.
“Of course it is—we should really come here more to have dinner. There’s

just that something that was impossible to quantify about the food,” Fatty Leong
replied.

“So. . . enough about me for now,” Antony said as he continued to dine on the
fish and chips. “How have you been?”

“Same old, same old. . . work dominates my life for now, for better or for worse.
It’s definitely better than the last place that I was at—at least the manager here
knows some technical stuff so he can actually manage us more effectively. At
my previous place, the project manager was an idiot who had no fucking clue
how our technology was supposed to work, yet thought it his place to micro-
manage every aspect of our work day. It was stupid—we had to come in a good
hour earlier than the official start time just so that he could have his ‘status
update meetings’, where he would just talk to individuals while mostly ignoring
the others, and even then the stuff that he talked about were not all about the
actual micro-managing but were at times completely tangential to what we were
supposed to be doing or talking about doing.

“I didn’t stay long enough to find out what happened, but I heard rumours
that that fool was eventually ratted out to his supervisor by one of the remaining
developers who fired him for being a complete douchebag. But that’s the past
after all. At my new place, I”m working on the delivery sub-system—it handles
all the logistics and resource allocation for the client’s enterprise management
system. It’s dry work but it pays well,” Fatty Leong explained as he ate his food
slowly.

“How’s the work environment there?” Antony asked.
“Oh, it’s fantastic! We have a mixture of cubicles with high walls and that

weird open office kind of wall-less nonsense that everyone could freely pick and
use whenever they wanted. In the case of the open office set up where there
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aren’t any cubicle walls, a ring of white nouse surrounding the person who was
sitting at the seat can be activated to block out or at least reduce the effects of
the ambient sound. It’s not a hot desk since the place that one picks is more or
less permanent unless one transfers to another project, but you can tell that man-
agement was trying their best to create conditions that allowed the individual to
decide what was the best way for them to increase their productivity.”

“That’s interesting,” Antoy began, “in our place, only the managers are given
the high-walled cubicles or rooms depending on how much customer interaction
that are expected to take on. Those whose primary roles are to engage the
external clients tend to get individual rooms for themslves, while the rest of the
project managers and project supervisors tended to be holed up at the tall walled
cubicle farms. All the rest of us basically sat on what was effectively an open table
and just spent our time staring at the computer screen and hoping that the dude
or dudette who sits opposite us wouldn’t do anything that would draw all the
attention towards him or her.

“We still get some locked space in the form of a chest of drawers that were
located under the table, and those had their own specific key that each table
had. Granted it’s not a lot of locked space that is available—those who had to
work with equipment that couldn’t fit into the place had to arm themselves with
papers indicating the current job status, go up to management to get access
to one of the larger storage lockers or cages, and have it assigned on a certain
period to be “owned”, after which the space would be reclaimed back before
being released again.”

“Wow, that sounds quite barbaric. . . are you sure about that, Antony?”
“Yes, I’m damn sure about that1” Anthony replied crossly.
“You know, if you’re not happy there, you should come over and work for us. . . ”
“You’ve asked me this earlier in the evening, and I had told you that I’d think

about it,” Antony replied. “I don’t feel like I’m in the right state of mind just right
now to think this through and come up with a decision that I’d be happy to live
with.”

“Fair enough,” Fatty Leong said as he finished off the last bits of his fish and
chips.

It had been a while since the two of them had started on their dinner out
in “Wise Guys Bar”, and after the delicious meal they had ordered more drinks
to top off the night. Antony was definitely feeling much better than the time he
made that near-desperate phone call to Fatty Leong requesting for a meet up to
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vent, and Fatty Leong himself had gotten over the initial confusion on having a
“happy hour” on the first week night too. Much laughter and fun was had as the
two of them reminisced about the fun-times they had back in school, when Fatty
Leong was still sort of chubby and the two of them were out running about the
way they used to do.

Lots of beer was drunk. They sort of took turns with each other to buy a round
for them, and had kept it for quite a while. Despite the amount they had drunk,
they never really reached the point where John the bartender had to cut them
off. But make no mistake, by the time they stumbled out of the “Wise Guys Bar”,
they were quite drunk.

Antony and Fatty Leong walked along the road where the “Wise Guys Bar”
opened to in a way that was befitting those who had imbibed a prodigous quantity
of alcohol, that is, they were stumbling about without actually reaching the point
of falling to the ground. The two of them were, at least in the beginning, using
each other as a form of support as they made their way towards the taxi stand
that was in the next block.

“YoU kNoW. . . wE sHoUlD pRoBaBlY jUsT hAvE cAlLeD a CaB iNsTeAd Of TrY-
iNg To WaLk ThErE. . . ” Fatty Leong said woozily as he tried to keep his balance.

“YoU aRe So FuCkInG wAsTeD. . . bUt It DoN’t MeAn I dOn’T aGrEe WiTh
YoU. . . bUt ThE tAxI sTaNd Is JuSt LiKe. . . ThErE. . . ” Antony replied, no less
woozy than Fatty Leong.

The two of them started giggling uncontrollably as they collapsed into a heap
along the side of the road near the wall. Antony felt like he was about to throw up
and dry heaved, but it was just a false alarm. Fatty Leong’s face was not looking
any better, but he seemed to be in more control over his digestive tract than
Antony was. They huddled along the wall for a few minutes as the wind picked
up due to it being rather late at night.

The rush of cold wind seemed to send a strongly sobering effect on the both
of them. Fatty Leong was suddenly standing on his own, his mind in a sense
of clarity that seemed impossible to attain given his current level of inebriation.
Antony too felt as though his eyes were suddenly opened to a whole variety of
possibilities that he had somehow managed to miss before. It was at that point
that it occurred to them that it was still a Monday night, and that there was still
work the next day.

“Aw fuck. . . I totally forgot that we had work in the morning tomorrow. . . ”
Antony groaned.

“Hey, don’t blame me—I wasn’t the one who called for this meet up in the first
place. You said you needed someone to talk to to vent through all the discom-
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forting things, and so here I am! Thankfully my hours at work are flexible—the
boss really doesn’t care what time we come in as long as we get our stuff done
by the time that we had earlier planned it hade to be done,” Fatty Leong replied.

“You’re a lucky bastard, you know that! I think I’d get a letter of warning or
two from HR if I did what you said you could get away with. . . ”

“Seriously man, think about it. I’m not guaranteeing that you will definitely
have a place at my company, but I can definitely put in a word or two for you
to see if there’s any team that requires a new hire. We’re expanding now—not
super fast, mind you—but expanding nonetheless. If what Mike said was true
about how the upper management was basically fucking you guys in the ass but
with the middle managers tanking the damage, it’s only a matter of time before
they really and truly fuck you guys in the ass. Remember that if you resign, you
can probably get some better deals than if they fired you. . . and given what
you’ve said so far, it does seem most likely that they will just find the opportunity
to get rid of you people without having to pay a single cent if they can help it.
So, Antony man, think about it. . . don’t wait too long. If your aegis is going, you
should really be thinking about the dangers that you are about to face, and those
that you didn’t know exist in the first place. . . ”

“I understand you Fatty Leong,” Antony replied, his speech slowly slurring
again as the temporary sobering effect of the cold wind wound down. “Give me
a few days to think about things. I still need to think about. . . a lot of things.
Thanks for lending me a ear tonight—I really appreciate it, but there are still
some things that I need to think about first.”

“Of course, of course. No rush. . . but you should really tell me as soon as you
can. The earlier you leave that toxic environment, the better you will be. Trust
me on that one. I had gone through it myself before. Now I only wish that I had
done it earlier than when I did so I didn’t have to be so miserable. . . ”

Antony nodded.
“Alright, I feel much better now. I’m going to head over to the taxi stand

first—even though I’m on a flexi-time for work, I really ought to head home as
soon as I can. I’ll catch up with you some time?” Fatty Leong said.

“Sure!” Antony replied and waved at him.
Fatty Leong waved back and made his way across the road the separated the

two blocks.
A car came out of nowhere and slammed through Fatty Leong without even

attempting to stop. The impact created the most blood curdling crunching sound
that one could hear. Antony was suddenly shocked sober and stared with his eyes
wide open as everything seemed to move in slow motion.
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The car impacted Fatty Leong, whose face betrayed a shocked view of disbe-
lief that it was happening to him. The car ploughed on, a sleek silvery menace
that made was travelling at the same speed in which it had entered into the
road. Fatty Leong’s body started to deform, his legs buckling to the side before
his body followed where his legs were, but only after a horrifically unnatural look-
ing displacement. Both man and car continued forwards for an eternity before
the car made a right turn. Fatty Leong’s body continued to move in the direction
that it was hit, and he flew through the air to the other side of the cross junc-
tion. Antony could see resignation in Fatty Leong’s face as he hung in mid-air,
immortalised quantum mechanically—it was as though he knew that in this time
line, he was not going to make it. He sailed on through the air in a near elliptic
arc before his side smashed into the aspalt on the other side of the road. With
the body now brought abruptly to a stop, Fatty Leong’s other appendages started
to catch up and each took their turn to smash themselves either onto the road
surface or on each other at a severely time dilated high speed.

The last look that Antony caught on Fatty Leong’s face before it shattered on
its impact in the ground was a mixture of both surprise and regret.



92 CHAPTER 3. THE PERSON HE VENTS TO



Chapter 4

Cruel World

Daylight streamed through the windows of a room that Antony had no recollection
of ever having entered or left. There was nothing else in the room that could
capture his attention, not even the daylight itself. There was no passage of time,
or at least, no perception of the passage of time. He could have been in the room
for one hour, one day, one week, one month, one year, one decade, one century
or even one millenium—he could not tell nor could he care.

There was something vacant in the eyes of Antony. That was what the team
doctors said to anyone who came to visit him. That was all that the team doctors
said to the very few who came to visit him. That was all tha the team doctors
bothered to say to his parents who came to visit him.

His parents, they came. Always at the same time with little variation. It was
not clear to anyone why they bothered. Perhaps it was something to do with
the fact that Le-kun was still their son. Perhaps it was something to do with the
fact that when everything was said and done, Le-kun was still their son. Maybe
they felt some kind of remorse for some of the things that they had done to
him—almost all parents reach that default level of emotional content when the
going gets sufficiently tough and weird—or maybe it was just the basic concept
of family.

But Antony does not know. And Antony, for all purposes, seems to not care
either.

The newspaper had published a front page story of the incident that took
away Fatty Leong’s life. That newspaper had been sitting on the movable table
that was a basic fixture of the room. It said that it was the first fatal accident
involving an electric autonomous vehicle that a particular local company had
built. It also said that investigations were under way, because the behaviour of
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the vehicle and been completely inconsistent with how it was supposed to be
programmed or set up. It also said that it had created a massive blow back
against the electrification and automation of all manner of vehicles. It pointed
out that the naysayers had finally been proven to be right, and what a price it was
when it snuffed out the life of an actively contributing member of society. It also
mentioned that the chief executive officer of the company whomade that electric
autonomous car had called for a press conference and that he had stood up and
bowed formally, taking full responsibility for the fact that the electic autonomous
car his company had made and claimed to be one hundred percent safe for
passengers and pedestrians was not the case, and that he and all his underlings
in the company will be cooperating fully with the investigators to determine the
causes that led to the fatal accident, and that they would pay a compensation to
the family over and above any punitive damages that the courts may find if and
when the investigators conclude that there was indeed a charge of sorts that was
applicable to the incident. It also said that the family was utterly devastated at
such a surprise discovery of the death of one of their members, especially since
it was at the metaphoric hands of something that was supposed to be explicitly
designed to prevent that from happening. It also mentioned a call for witnesses
other than the one guy who was found at the scene of the accident, that one guy
who had been screaming and talking loudly and incoherently, who pointed to the
deceased in between bouts of screaming and bouts of the gibberish talking.

But Antony does not know. Antony did not even know of the existence of
such a newspaper. He did not talk about anything that happened that night. Or
may be he had talked about what he had seen and heard, but he had talked so
fast that everyone thought he was just delirious from the adrenaline dump from
witnessing the direct impact damage done on his friend whom he had just spent
a night with venting all the stuff that was causing him to feel down mere minutes
ago.

But it was all hypotheticals. As the team doctors treating Antony said, when
looking deep into Antony’s eyes, all one could find was that long and vacant stare,
the kind whose meaning psychology had not really spent the time and effort to
define and study.

Mike had come visit at some point, and various members of the ‘A’-team had
dropped by as well. But nothing ever changed—Antony was still either sitting up
in bed looking directly forward, or lying down in bed, his eyes seemingly closed.
Soon, no one else came, all except Antony’s parents. And even they eventually
did not know what it was that compelled them to come visit him regularly, con-
sidering that he was already working on his own independence.
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Antony was standing there in the middle of the field. The field itself seemed
to be green like before, but there was again something very different about it
that took Antony some time to look at and discover. One distinct half of the field
was near its original vivid green colour representing all the new grass that was
growing on it. But from the corner of his eyes, he could see a different half of the
field that was co-existing with the current half was in fact appearing as though
they were under some kind of deep shadow, not the friendly one that came from
the blocking of light from the flames of candles and camp, but the kind that
seemed to move about with a mind on its own.

But each time he turned to look at the patch of darkness directly, he found
that it had moved along with his head position to remain hidden as much as
possible; a physical impossibility.

Antony tried to think up an explanation which tells everyone why everything
was the way it was, but the words failed to come to him. He dropped his thought
and looked out again into the vast open fields of green, his peripheral vision
interrupted ever so often by the ebbing and flowing of the darkness that appeared
as though it were sentient and was trying to simultaneously get hold of and stay
out of his attention.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. . . what’s with the stupid darkness moving about like that?
It’s highly unnatural and is giving me a bloody headache!” Antony cried out loud
to no one in particular.

“Oh? We’re talking about things being natural and unnatural now, are we? In
a place such as this, where there is an almost limitless amount of green grass
in a field with few trees that you never seem to reach, and a sky that is so azure
and clear that it is likely to be out of this world?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed
from both everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Oh, it’s you again. Just who or what the heck are you and why am I always
here?” Antony said out loud indignantly.

“This again?” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere
at once, “Look, does it really matter who or what I am? Don’t you have better
things to ask instead of that? Oh wait, I just realised something—don’t interrupt
me because I can see that you are about to do so through that muscle that is
twitching in your jaw—if you actually had something better to do, you’d not be
here in the first place. And if you actually had something better to do, not only
would you not be here in the first place, you would definitely not return here again
and again and again like some skipped record that keeps trying to go forward
in a loop but keep getting stuck in a completely unrelated and unwanted loop
instead.
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“But just to humour you—because I’m feeling a bit nice today—let’s assume
that this place is indeed natural to begin with, where the vibrantly green grass
(wow how much more vapid can you get?) and the clear azure sky (apparently
you can be more vapid. . . amazing) are all a part of some natural landscape in
a hitherto unknown real life place or something along those lines. Under such
assumptions, then what you mentioned about the ‘darkness’ (it’s not stupid by
the way—I think you’re the more stupid one here) is indeed unnatural.

“I’d also like to add that, in case you haven’t realised it by now because of
your rather slow mental processes, the said ‘darkness’ that you are saying that
you are seeing isn’t actually ‘dark’—it is actual reality, and has more sentience
than you can ever imagine. Actually, it probably is more sentient than your own
so-called ‘sentience’, but you’ll probably never ever know about that, given your
rather stubborn ways.

“Now, is there anything else you’d like to pester me with or are you sufficiently
sated with this explanation to actually leave me alone and leave this place if you
don’t like it so much? Some of us (who are not you) have better things to do than
to engage in you (who are the most uncertain self-proclaimed ‘sentient’ being
to exist) if we (that is, I) can help it,” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from both
everywhere and nowhere at once.

Antony looked about him confusedly, his eyes still trying to chase down the
darkness that was still trying its best to stay out of his view. That Deep Bass
Voice was starting to get on his nerves in a way that was hard to explain, or
rather, there were many many ways in which that Deep Bass Voice was getting
on his nerves, among which were the fact that it always seemed to react to what
he was saying without ever seemingly have an actual presence to which he can
actually say things to, or that the Deep Bass Voice itself kept doing that whole
“both everywhere and nowhere at once” nonsense that defied all known laws of
physics.

He decided to just ignore the Deep Bass Voice. It was not as though anything
particularly useful ever came out of the interactions with it anyway. Besides there
was that odd darkness that was playing a terrible game of hide and seek with him
that was driving him absolutely insane. Each move of his head and body seemed
to elicit a response in kind of the unnatural darkness—Antony was starting to
develop a sore neck from trying to stare into the darkness to ascertain what it
truly was.

He looked forward into the horizon ahead of him once again, completely cer-
tain that he was completely uncertain of where he was exactly relative to every-
thing around him. He was about to change the direction he was facing when he
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thought he glimpsed a familiar silhouette just ahead. It had the trim figure of
a male roughly his height, but was hard to see clearly because of the distance
between them. Antony cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted out
towards the figure in the distance.

“Hey Fatty Leong! Is that you?”
“Holy shit that was loud! Why do you even bother shouting at every little thing

that you see?” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere
at once.

“You know what, can you stop getting in my way, whoever or whatever you
are?” Antony said angrily towards the Deep Bass Voice as he craned his neck to
improve his view on the silhouette ahead. In the distance, the silhouette seemed
to cock its head as though it were trying to hear something that was passing by,
but then it shook its head as though it was trying to determine if it were an audial
hallucination that it was hearing as opposed to what Antony was shouting.

“Evidently not! You are inmy domain, and you dare to stipulate conditions on
me? My my. . . it seems that you are not of an ordinary level of stupidity—you’re
probably the most stupid of all the stupid people that I have ever seen,” the Deep
Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Oh? I’m the most stupid among all the stupid people you have seen? You
mean you actually have seen other people, let alone stupid ones? I thought you
were some kind of weird bullshit hermit who spent time tormenting out of me. . . ”

“What? Are you insinuating that I’m like the loser that you are? Please. . . you
have no idea who you are talking to, are you?”

“No shit Sherlock! Didn’t I keep asking you what or who the hell you are!”
“Bah. Excuses. Why should I reply to an insignificant little moron like you?”
“Because you’re no better than me! You keep having that ‘holier than thou

art’ attitude, as though you are all-knowing and all-powerful, but really, you are
nothing. Too afraid to show who or what you are, too arrogant to not just leave
me alone!” Antony shouted back. In the distance the silhouette’s head seemed
to cock again, and this time, it started to turn around slowly, as though trying to
find the source of the sounds that it were hearing.

“You are beginning to annoy me. You don’t have to know who or what I am—in
the time it takes to explain just one aspect of me, you’d probably forget that you
were in the middle of my domain and disturbing me from what I am doing. Don’t
make me do something nasty to you!”

“Oh? You? Doing something nasty to me? I’d like to see you try! You have
no form other than that disembodied Voice, something that I’m starting to think
is just a manifestation of a hallucination in my own head, ergo you don’t really
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exist anywhere other than in my own mind. If you only exist in my own mind, how
is it that you are capable for doing something nasty to me?”

A large lightning bolt slashed down from the clear azure sky and struck a
patch of the green grass field around twenty feet away from Antony. He leapt
back on reflex, his ears hurting from the sudden explosion of sound that came
with the lightning strike. Above him, dark cumulonimbus clouds had started to
come together to form the characteristic thunderstorm, and the rain itself started
to fall, small drops at first, but rapidly increasing in both quantity and intensity,
with each drop gaining in size quickly over time. By the time Antony started
running towards the nearest tree for cover, the rain drops were already as large
as his clenched fist, and each time one of them landed on him, it felt as though
someone had fired a beanbag pellet from one of those riot shotguns that the riot
police often used as a non-lethal means of dispersing an angry mob.

“Run! Run! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! Run as far as you can! Let’s see if your
mouth is as smart as before when you have to run for cover from what is basically
just regular rain!” The Deep Bass Voice guffawed loudly from both everywhere
and nowhere at once.

Antony kept on running towards the tree, the shirt on his body already soaked
through and was clinging onto his skin, his trousers doing the same thing for
his legs, making each movement increasingly difficult due to the added mass
from the soaked cloths and the restriction of motion that came about from the
awkwardly clinging clothes. It also did not help that the tree that Antony was
trying to run to did not seem to be any closer than before he started running.

The darkness that Antony had tried to determine the nature of seemed to
have fun leaping in and out of the former’s vision as the lighting levels all around
skipped haphazardly all over the place as places were illuminated by the lightning
while others were kept in temporary darkness from the clouds that happened to
be in the way to block off some of the light with their general opacity. Antony
was no longer paying any attention to the darkness—in his mind, all he wanted
was to find cover for himself, cover to protect him against the biggest and most
aggressive rain that he had ever encountered.

Wild thoughts started to fly through Antony’s mind. He could not tell if he was
going to ever reach cover, or if he could find out who that silhouette was, or what
that Deep Bass Voice was. He could not tell if he would actually survive the. . .
night/day that the storm was going all out in. He was also no longer sure if he
had even an inkling of where he was—he had not known much before, but with
the passage of time in the unnaturally heavy rain, it was starting to get harder
even to remember where it was he had began from.
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Antony kept on running to the best of his ability, onwards towards the tree that
did not seem to be getting closer. His legs and arms pumped in coordination—
left hand right leg, right hand left leg, left hand right leg, right hand left leg, left
hand left leg. He tripped and fell forward hard. He felt that he was flying mid-air,
his sides hurting, as though something heavy had smashed into his side at high
speed, his eyes opened wide in horror and his mind registering that he had been
hit and that he was airborne, and that in a short while he was going to smash
himself into the ground. The air-time seemed to last very long and very fast at
once before he felt himself starting on the downward arc towards the ground.

Down and down he went, his leg first smashing onto the ground, the pain
shooting up through the peripheral nervous system straight through the spinal
cord to register a high alarm and high awareness in the brain, before the rest of
his body started following through.

Antony bolted upright in his bed, his eyes wide open and staring in front of
him, him sitting as straight as could be. The room was dark—the curtains had
been let down, but that was hardly the reason why it was dark. The lights were
turned off, but those were also not the reason why it was dark. Antony thought
that the darkness in the vibrantly green grass field had finally found him, and it
took him quite a while to realise that it had nothing to do with that either.

The entire room was dark because it was night time.
The door to his room was kept ajar, with a single sliver of the dim corridor

light filtering in, tracing a long and thing triangle of lightness along the floor
of the room, stopping just before it was supposed to climb up the bed towards
where his head and eyes would be had he been lying down.

His eyes were obviously adjusted to the darkness, and they were definitely
seeing everything that they were seeing, but it was a while before hismind started
to register the fact that he was no longer standing in the middle of a vibrantly
green grass field with an azure sky hanging over and a disembodied Deep Bass
Voice egging and taunting him, that he was in fact actually in the room that he
had been in for the past unknown amount of time.

He looked about him, as though it were the first time that he had truly looked
at the room. It was a quiet room, an almost empty room. Across him was a bed
similarly set up as his, with a movable table, the bed’s railings all set up, the
cables linked to the alarm system set aside. The bed itself was empty, and the
label above the head board of the bed was also empty. A near mirror image to
where he was at, Antony decided for himself, without actually knowing if it were
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true.
But truth had a way of not being important in that time and space. Already he

could guess that he had been in that room for a long time—there was a small pile
of newspapers on the chest of drawers on the side. He knew that he had not read
them, so he guessed it was what the others read if and when they came over to
visit. He vaguely remembered the pile of newspapers being cleared periodically,
but was not too sure about it—his mind refused to care of the veracity of its
thoughts.

Antony quietly lowered one of the railings of his bed and slipped into his
slippers that someone had thoughtfully left there. It was not a big deal to be
without the slippers, but the floor tended to be cold at night, and it was not
exactly a pleasant thing to be walking on a cold floor in the middle of the night,
despite the fact that it would harm literally no one.

He stood up carefully, measuring his balance and trying to see if he could
actually rely on his two legs to keep his head far away from the floor. He stood
there in the darkness, alone, quietly for a while without attempting to determine
how much time had passed. He was satisfied that his legs were going to hold,
a pleasant confidence booster given everything else that he had remembered
that he wanted forgotten. He walked quietly along the wall towards the centre of
the curtains, where the end of the curtain was. He held on to the end that moved
towards his side of the room, and gently drew it over, revealing the barred window
that had hidden itself behind it.

Antony looked out of the barred windows. He found that he was a couple of
floors above the ground, and that it was indeed night outside. The moon above
was full, and the reflected light shone on him in an eerie but serene sort of way.
He looked outside of the window through the bars, and saw the parking lot that
was immediately below of him. The visitors’ parking lot—it was mostly empty,
the black aspalt reflecting bits and pieces of the moon above. Evidently, it had
rained recently, and some of the rain from above had pooled into small puddles
that, with the black aspalt as a background, became small mirrors which reflected
the full moon’s beauty in all its splendour. The few cars that were around were
congregated nearer the building, and was probably vehicles that belonged to the
staff who were on the night shift. Or they could belong to someone else—Antony
did not care.

He cast his gaze on, moving past the parking lot and toward the fence that
separated it and the building he was in from the outer world. The parking lot
itself was not particularly large, and he could immediately see the road that was
beyond it. The road was lit by the orange-y street lamps, giving it that subtle
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zebra-like effect when some of the street lamps obviously had defective lamps
in them. He wondered if anyone noticed that problem and if anyone was going to
fix them any time soon; he vaguely remembered that having such zebra-striped
lighting was highly detrimental for any driver, making it easier to get involved in
an accident or two.

Accident. That word sounded very familiar in Antony’s head, but he could not
tell why. There was a sense that he had lost something, and that it had something
to do with an accident, but the details seemed to be lost in some miasma that
suddenly made its presence known. From the corner of his eyes, Antony could
have sworn that he saw the darkness moving about, as though it were trying to
hide away from him while at the same time trying to get his attention. He found
the affair vaguely memorable, but decided to ignore it the same. He cast his
gaze even further out.

Beyond themain road with partially defective lights was a large inky blackness
with a single incongruous lamp in the middle of it lighting a small patch. Under
the orange-y light of that solitary lamp, the inky darkness had the texture of grass.
Antony stared at that lit patch and wondered whose brilliant idea it was to put
a lamp in the middle of the whole grass field just to light that one patch—was
it meant to be some kind of sick joke to point out to everyone that even though
nothing was technically built in the grass field it was still technically space that
was a part of the urban environment, or was it due to some planning mistake
where some kind of construction was supposed to have occurred there but did
not, leaving behind that one lamp casting its lonely light upon a patch of defiant
grass, defiant because they refused to stay within the darkness the way their
compatriot grass were in the middle of the night.

Antony blinked his eyes and he was there, standing under the solitary lamp,
on that patch of grass. He looked around him, trying to get his bearings, but the
lamp above him was washing out all the other dimmer pockets of light among
the surroundings. Boldly, he stepped forward into the darkness and kept his back
away from the light, and stared onwards. In the distance, he spotted the tell-tale
silhouette of buildings, residential ones, with their regular grid-like light that
lined all the common corridor areas. Among them scattered some other random
sources of light within the buildings, an indication of people who had decided
that the night was a great time to stay up and do some things with their own
artificial light source providing them with all the illumination that they needed.

The moon was still shining above him, and Antony felt that he was safe. His
eyes were getting a little more used to the darkness—he saw that his body had
cast a shadow onto the grass in front of him, the shadow that was caused by the
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odd street lamp that someone had decided to put in the middle of the field. He
was still standing on the precipice of darkness—he took a fewmore steps forward
and observed his shadow slowing fading into the deeper darkness ahead of him.
It felt much better that way to Antony.

Each step he took, he could feel the individual blades of grass caressing his
feet through the exposed areas of the slipper—it was not a particularly well-made
slipper because it fit his feet badly—it was a lovely feeling. The dew that had
gathered on the surface of the grass had transferred part of themselves on to
his feet as well, giving it that nice wet feeling which turned into a form of cooling
as some of them evaporated off due to his body heat.

Antony walked a few more steps forward, his back consistently towards the
light, his face looking towards the residential buildings in the front. Each step
taken was liberating—there was something exhilirating about walking in a dewy
grass field nearly barefoot in the middle of the night with a full moon above. It
was hard to explain, and Antony knew he did not need any explanation—he just
had to feel himself there.

He closed his eyes and turned his face upwards towards the full moon above.
A soft breeze had started to blow through the field as the differential cooling
of the grass field and the concrete buildings around caused the air to move ac-
cordingly. The breeze seemed to have a life of its own, wafting through Antony as
though he were not there, but at the same time giving him barely enough atten-
tion to point out that, yes, despite behaving as though they did not acknowledge
his existence as a barrier and obscurer of their path, they still knew that he was
still there. The breeze was cool; it felt loving. Antony felt his heart expanding
accordingly, a new-found sense of serenity that he felt he had not felt for a very
very long time.

Around him, the darkness seemed to grow stronger, and it started to creep
towards Antony. It began slowly at first, as though it were afraid that he would
detect its presence. But when it realised that Antony was not going to do anything
about it, it gained more confidence, and started to congregate at a much greater
pace, enveloping Antony in one layer after another like a warm blanket in the
midst of the breeze.

Antony’s eyes were still closed—he was not caring about where the darkness
was. It knew that he did not care, and thus brazenly wrapped itself thicker and
thicker around him. Yet throughout it all, it ensured that it was doing nothing
nefarious—instead of smothering him the way it tended to do to others, it merely
gave him more warmth and security, as though it were the fur coat that Antony
had always wanted but had never truly had the chance to get and put it on himself.
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Antony opened his eyes, and he was once again looking at the silhouette of
residential buildings through the bars of the window. The room around him felt
a little darker, as though some form of darkness had found its way through and
had given it a thorough coating, though a more mundane reason could be that
the dim light along the common corridor outside had finally given up the ghost.
The breeze that had started outside was now making its way through the opened
windows, flowing past the bars, and caressing through Antony. He closed his
eyes once more and smiled to himself.

“You. . . should really re-think your options. I am starting to get beyond regular
levels of annoyance with you. Seriously. Why do you keep re-entering my domain
again and again? Is there something that I can help you with? Or is there
something you wish to apprise me of?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed from both
everywhere and nowhere at once.

Antony blinked his eyes and looked about him. ‘Yep, I am apparently back in
the same green grassy field with azure sky over head and a horizon that I cannot
reach and so on. And I don’t even know how or why I keep returning here. So,
how am I supposed to reply to. . . it?’ Antony thought to himself.

“Well?” The Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at
once, with a tinge of impatience behind it.

“Look,” Antony began after taking in a deep breath to steady himself. “I’m
sorry if it keeps appearing that I’m deliberately trying to get into your domain.
To be honest, I really have no idea why and how I keep reappearing in here.
It is as though there is some kind of maleficient entity deliberately trying to
manhandle my fate into crossing it with yours in one way or another just to rile
you up to see what it is you are capable of inflicting upon me. I mean, the last
time I was here it was very obvious that despite your disembodied nature, you
are completely capable of using the forces of. . . nature as present in this place,
bending them to your whims and fancies. If I had been disrespectful in the past,
I am apologising now, because back then I was just very frustrated at things that
had been going on in my life, and everything just compounded on each other in
a way that was completely and absolutely unmanageable.”

“You should be sufficiently aware that your own discomforts and problems
with life does not give you the free license to be a dick, and in that sense, what you
have done previously can be considered unforgivable. However, I am in a good
mood today and so I accept your apology and your non-explaining explanation.”

“Non-explaining. . . ?”
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“Must you make me repeat myself all the damn time?” The Deep Bass Voice
boomed irately from both everywhere and nowhere at once. “Yes, it’s a non-
explaining explanation because while there are lots of words that make up your
explanation, it is definitely sorely lacking in content, making it a total waste of
all the time and effort spent by you in creating those string of words and by me
in attempting to listen to what you claim that you were trying to say and trying
to come up with a better comprehension of what you said. Unfortunately for you,
all I came up with after listening to what you said was that you did not bother
to think deeper in terms of why and how you keep returning to this domain of
mine.”

“More importantly, you somehow failed to recognise why the domain appears
the way it is to you for some reason. You should realise by now that this place is
not reality.”

“That much I know, but—”
“Stop interruptingme! I had given you a chance to say somethingmeaningful,

and you had flubbed it, so you do not have any more chances. Keep your mouth
closed and listen to what I’ve got to say first. Or else I may be forced to take
some rather drastic actions on you.”

“Do we have an understanding here?”
“Yes. . . yes I think we have an understanding,” Antony replied sulkily. ‘How

on earth are all these related to my fault? I didn’t even do anything and I keep
finding myself back in this weird twilight zone thing. Even if it were something
that I was dreaming up, well, it was too consistent and had too much thought
going into it, what with the same imagery (with mild variations of course) and the
same authoritative and annoying disembodied voice that was always booming
from both everywhere and nowhere at once, like some kind of weird physics-
defying magical mumbo jumbo,’ he thought to himself.

“Excellent. Since you have demonstrated almost no ability in understanding
the why you are here, allow me to enlighten you to reduce the overall wastage
of my time and yours. You are here because you failed to make your choices
decisively.”

“What? I failed to make my choices decisively?”
“Can’t you let me finish something without having to interrupt every five sec-

onds? Fuckin’ asshole you are. . . ”
“Sorry. . . please go on.”
“You failed to make your choices decisively, that’s why you are here. Notice

the grass all around? Notice the sky above you? Notice the horizon way out there
at the edge of infinity? Notice the trees and other features that you can always
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seem to see but never seem to arrive at no matter how hard or how far you think
you have run. These are the possibilities out there. Every one of them is a viable
possibility, a working outcome, a goal in which one can attain. But you can never
reach them no matter how hard you run. Each step you take seems to summon a
natural phenomenon as a barrier of some sort, be it rain, hail, some other weird
shit that I can’t be bothered to think up, or some combination of all of the things
I just said.

“You failed to make your choices decisively. You must be wondering, how I
know these things. You may be wondering if I actually know anything specific
about you in terms of the context in which some of the decision that you made
that were not decisive. The answer to that, fortunately for me and unfortunately
for you, is a resounding no. I am merely pointing out the general concept behind
the why that you are here and nothing more. I am not your personal guidance
counsellor or anyone who has a vested interest in you—I have never cared nor
do I intend to start caring about you.

“Of course, by acknowledging that I am merely pointing out the general con-
cepts and principles behind the why that you are here, I am also tacitly pointing
out also that you are not the first nor will you be the last to be here, though you
will, of course, never know of anyone who is here the way you have been coming
here. It has nothing to do with me or my design—even though I claim that this
is my domain, I literally have not created it in all senses of the word ‘create’. I
merely am. That you or any others have passed through here is not of my con-
cern, unless of course if you or any others that are passing through make an
infernal racket about it, following which I’d have to respond and rather robustly
at times.

“And of course, back to the why of you being here. You failed to make your
choices decisively. That is as much as I can tell you. With that, the how as-
pect should be relatively straightforward to deduce, even with your rather stupid
brain,” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at once,
sounding as though it were really getting into the whole pontification aspect.

Antony stared out into the horizon once again, his mind starting to whirr and
think over what the disembodied voice had said. ‘No, I don’t believe that I have
failed to make my decisions decisively. Just what the hell it is thinking? When
a decision is made, how can it not be decisive? Is that voice trying to fuck
around with me, drive me up a wall, make me go nuts? Could it be some of that
eldritch things that H. P. Lovecraft liked to write about in his books, the kind that
thrived on insanity of sentient beings? What was it that Lovecraft had written
about those eldritch things? I cannot remember anything about them—damn, if
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this thing is indeed eldritch, I’m in for some really tough times. But back to the
thesis—it claims that I have failed to make my choices decisively. What are the
choices he is referring to? Is it something to do with my life in general? No wait,
it said that it knew nothing nor did it care about my real life, but is that statement
a bluff meant to apply reverse psychology on me, or is it meant to be understood
as a straight statement on its own, in the most literal sense of the word? I think
maybe the literal sense makes the most sense, but it is really hard to tell given
so little information. If it is the former then maybe it will be really hard, because
it is probably missing a huge chunk of my history from its understanding. Okay
I can live with that being not true. Maybe it was just talking about something
more literal, something that it had observed. But how could that explain why I
was in this place—the why I was here ought to be something before I was here
in the first place, otherwise there is an issue with the way causality works. Wait,
wasn’t there some story that talked about how such. . . things did not necessarily
comprehend time the same way that we did, that some of them might even look
at time as a completely backwards moving thing relative to our own perspective
of time. Could that be the phenomenon that the voice was trying to allude to?
Or was it something even devilishly simple? This is starting to turn into one of
those quagmire nonsense—I can feel many ideas starting to swirl around each
other, without me being able to put some kind of coherence and order to them.
Choices choices choices. . . what are the choice it was talking about? Actually,
maybe the why isn’t such an important question after all, especially since I’m
already here, so trying to explain the why is just side stepping the true question,
a way of procrastinating, a kind of intellectual masturbation with no useful nor
usable outcome. So okay, no more things about me failing to make my choices
decisively, whatever the hell it means. What is it I should be focusing on? Let
me think. . . maybe the nature of this place itself? No, it sounds like it is not
going to be productive at all—we already know that it is a place that is beyond
the normal physics-related laws. We also know that whatever direction we take
to move in, we always end up staying more or less in the same place, without any
change of any sort, despite having put in a lot of effort in attempting to move
in the direction that we had chosen to move. Wait a minute—‘chosen to move’.
Was that the hint that it was trying to give me, that the choice of the direction
to move to. . . was not made decisively because I didn’t seem to have a strong
conviction in the direction and thing that I was intending to walk to? Was that it?
Was that the real reason for the monologue earlier?’ Antony thought to himself
as he say down on the green grass field, his hand on his chin.

Around him there was no change in the features of the now familiar green
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grass field with sporadic trees, the cloudless azure sky above and the horizon
that seemed to be at infinity, where the sky and the ground met up. Antony
looked into the near middle ground and saw what he was expecting to see—a
silhouette of a human that looked suspiciously like Fatty Leong. He stood up,
and was convinced that it was Fatty Leong who was out there.

“Hey Fatty Leong! I’m over here!” Antony cupped his hands around his mouth
and shouted as loud as he could in the direction of the silhouette.

There was no retaliatory Deep Bass Voice that boomed both everywhere and
nowhere at once. A couple of seconds after Antony’s shout, he saw that the
silhouette had cocked its head as though it were trying to determine the direction
of the source of the sound that it just heard. Antony felt his skin tingle when he
realised that the silhouette was such that its owner was looking in his general
direction.

Without hesitation, Antony shouted again at the silhouette.
“Over here Fatty Leong! I’m Antony! I’ve no idea where this place is, but I’m

glad to see that you’re here also! Come over?”
Again, it took a few seconds before the silhouette in the middle ground

showed any form of acknowledgement of the message thus passed. It did not
take as long as before though, partly because the silhouette had pre-emptively
started moving towards the direction where it thought the sound was coming
from, which from the perspective of Antony, was indeed the correct direction.

The shape of the silhouette gradually increased its size, much to Antony’s
amazement considering his experiences with the place so far. When it was
around half the distance that it had before, Antony could observe the facial fea-
tures of the silhouette. It looked like Fatty Leong, the same Fatty Leong that he
had known from when they were still in school.

“Hey Antony! Fancy seeing you here!” Fatty Leong said jovially as he finally
made it to where Antony was located. “Are you sure you’re supposed to be here?”

“Where’s here anyway?” Antony asked cautiously, unsure if the embiggened
silhouette was indeed his friend.

“Here’s just a large alternative reality dreamscape! I thought you knew all
about it, considering that you are here right now,” Fatty Leong replied quizzically.

“No, I didn’t know the existence of such a thing. So it is really more dream
than anything else?”

“Hmmm. . . how do I put it. . . it is not exactly a dream, nor is it exactly reality.
It sits in the middle of these two extremes and mediates its existence between
them. So some of the things here are more dream than reality, while other things
are more reality than dream. An example would be gravity—here gravity still
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works—so it’s factual, more reality than dream. But the existence of other people
in the same dreamscape. . . that’s more dream-like than factual,” Fatty Leong
replied matter-of-factly.

“Wait. . . I remembered that you were knocked down by a car outside the ‘Wise
Guys Bar’ at some point in the past. Did you manage to survive the encounter
but I was somehow the last perx son to actually see you that night?”

“That’s a very good question,” Fatty Leong replied. “It’s a good way to deter-
mine if say I am real or some dream concept. Somehow I don’t think I survived
that—it was a high speed crash, and I remembered that I even managed to get
some air-time from the collision before gravity took over and decided to slam
the ground into my face. So I don’t actually think that I survived the crash per
se. And yes, you probably were the last person to actually see me before I got
smashed up the the guards and knights.”

“So. . . you’re basically dead,” Antony asked, his mind on tenterhooks.
“When you put it that way. . . ” Fatty Leong started replying hesistantly, “Yes.”
“Oh god, you’re a fuckin’ hallucination!” Antony shouted deliriously.
“For crying out loud, can you get a fuckin’ grip already? Didn’t you apologise

just a while back about making a big din and annoying the shit out of me? Can’t
you even stick to the terms that you personally said about how you’d take your
life around? Are you trying to demonstrate just what a psycho-bitch you are?
Yeesh. . . ” The Deep Bass Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at
once.

Antony blinked his eyes a couple of times and stared at Fatty Leong. The face
looked extremely familiar—it was the same face that he had grown up looking at
when they were up to no good in school. The small wrinkles were all in the right
places, the mole itself was also found to be in the correct place without any
issues. And he definitely talked like Fatty Leong. So at the very least, it was
some kind of recording that he was working with to sort out his issues, though it
was more of a mental recording than anything else relating to way most people
would understand recording.

In other words, Antony realised that whether or not Fatty Leong was truly or
alive was irrelevant to the entire situation.

It was a dreamscape after all—everything that could happen will happen at
some point, depending on the willpower of those who were involved directly. And
so, in this dream scape, Fatty Leong had not died, and they were still friends and
were just doing stuff the way the used to do no wait the way they did all the time.

Antony found that his confidence was increasing. That Fatty Leong was there
with him was a good sign of things to come, in Antony’s eyes. It meant that he
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had somehow managed to nullify the problem of making choices in an indecisive
manner. It proved that that dreamscape of grassy green fields and azure skies
with an impossible to reach horizon was not completely lawless—there were still
some laws or rules to be followed, with the caveat that they were not necessarily
the laws of physics that’s all.

Antony scanned ahead of the field again, and saw that there was an odd-
shaped tree somewhere in the background. He motioned to Fatty Leong, who
came up to him and lent him his ear to whisper into, with which Antony told
Fatty Leong about the plan he had in mind, and that he was going to reach that
particular tree that he had pointed to. Fatty Leong nodded in agreement and
followed behind Antony who strode as resolutely as he could in the direction of
the tree that had piqued his curiosity.

As the two of them made their way towards the tree, Antony could have sworn
that the tree itself seemed to be less far away after a while, and that the scenery
around them were all really pretty and real, from plain grass fields to those that
had various shrubbery growing in them. The variegated scenery put a lot of
happiness within Antony’s heart, something that he seemed to be devoid of for
a long time. The positive feeling felt so good that it started radiating itself all
over him, reinforcing itself whenever one radiated happiness met another, the
way light can amplify itself through constructive interference under the principle
of superposition. Antony was amazed at the feeling—he had missed it for so long
that it was hard to put into words just what it was!

He started skipping towards that tree that he had pointed out to Fatty Leong.
Behind him, Fatty Leong was also skipping along with him, and the two of them
seemed to have gone back to their primary school days, where the fastest way
to get from one point to another was not to run, but to skip along. Wonderful
memories of the past flooded back into his mind, and Antony was feeling an
elation that he had not felt in years.

“Ha! I can’t believe I’ve not felt this good in years!” Antony shouted out loud.
“Good for you, but I’d feel even better if you hadn’t felt it necessary to an-

nounce to me how you felt because frankly, I don’t give a damn,” the Deep Bass
Voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere at once.

“I’ve figured out what you were trying to tell me!” Antony shouted happily
again, seemingly not caring what the voice had said earlier.

“Was I actually trying to tell you something? I don’t seem to recall anything
of that sort.”

“Well, you were giving me hints all over the place about the why I was here? It
gave me enough to think about how to actually start moving about in this place.
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You were right! I didn’t really want to admit it, but I’m feeling so happy now
that it doesn’t bother me to admit that I was wrong and you were right! I was
failing quite miserably in making my choices decisively. Once I started to make
them decisively, everything started to turn out all right! I could finally reach out
to Fatty Leong, and now we are making good progress towards that odd looking
tree that I saw from where I had been all these while! So, thank you so much!”
Antony shouted out again in happiness.

“What the. . . fine. I didn’t really do anything deliberately useful for you—I was
just trying to kill some time waiting for you to get out of my domain, probably for
good but one can only hope right—and if you managed to derive some empirical
understanding on how this place operates, then kudos to you I suppose. But I
still maintain that you’re an infernal racket and I’d rather you go away not come
back.”

“Oh come on, just how bad is it? Are you secretly not happy and are very
annoyed at people who have discovered their happiness?”

“What the bloody hell does that mean? Why should I be unhappy, or happy
too for that matter, in the first place?”

“Because to me, you sound like a sourpuss all the time.”
“Excuse me?”
“Yes you heard it right! I had called you a sourpuss. You always sound like

you’re gloomy and angry, that no one can understand your intellectual capacity,
that you’d rather be alone without any interaction of any sort. . . ”

“You are mostly right, but—”
“Geez, don’t interrupt me! Wasn’t it you who were annoyed at me interrupting

you at any juncture? If you are going to continue to interrupt me, how does that
make you any better than I, eh?”

“Fine. I’m sorry, please continue. . . ” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from both
everywhere and nowhere at once, sounding a sheepish.

Antony grinned like a Cheshire cat before continuing his monologue.
“Anyway, as I was saying, you always sound like you’re gloomy and angry,

that no one can understand your intellectual capacity, that you’d rather be alone
without any interaction of any sort, that everyone else is stupid, dumb and a
complete waste of time. But I think that secretly you are envious of those who are
able to be happy, because they embody something that you have not managed
to figure out despite all the years in which you had spent thinking about it in your
domain, am I right?”

“No.”
“Bullshit! I know I’m right!” Antony cried out indignantly as he kept on walking
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towards the tree. Fatty Leong was also grinning in a most happy sort of way, but
he took no part in the interaction—he was just happy to have a new lease of life
and to enjoy the early parts of it walking almost barefoot through a dew covered
grass field with his best friend.

“It is good to be smart, but it is terrible to be a smart alec, something which,
unfortunately, is what you are being right now.”

“Oh you’d never concede that anyone else other than you is correct—you are
too headstrong in what you do to allow that possibility. I know for certain I’m
right—so whatever you say is unnecessary and useless.”

“As you wish. Whatever suits your fancy. Frankly, I don’t even care. I’m just. . .
enthused that you are finally leavingmy domain, hopefully for good, and returning
me my peace and quiet. Did you know that ever since you came back again I’ve
not really had a good night’s sleep? I know it sound impossible, but let me assure
you, I actually do need to sleep ever so often. But you, your appearance and all
the doubts that came along with it was enough to totally foul up the weather and
other environment conditions that made sleep almost impossible. So please,
hurry up and leave as soon as you can. I will not see you off for certain, and
please again, don’t contact me after that,” the Deep Bass Voice boomed from
both everywhere and nowhere at once, with a strange sense of finality.

Antony nodded, not caring if that gesture was viewable or noted by the disem-
bodied voice. He could see that the odd looking tree was already within grasp—it
was around twenty metres or so away. He increased his stride speed, covering
the last distance fractionally faster than Fatty Leong, who had not noticed the
change in speed and was plodding along at the same pace that hey had been
going at from the beginning of that leg of the journey.

Antony walked up to the tree and touched it tentatively. It was a strange
looking tree, exceedingly tall, yet a trunk that was very thin. It has a medium
sized crown, and there were many low hanging branches on it that made climbing
easy.

For some reason, Antony felt a compelling need to climb up the tree. He sur-
veyed the entire tree and found a couple of candidate branches to hoist himself
up. With Fatty Leong providing an initial boost, Antony vaulted up onto the first
branch and slowly climbed his way up the odd thin trunked tree.

The nurse on the morning rounds knocked on the door of the twin ward gen-
tly to announce her arrival before opening up the door completely from its ajar
state. She entered the room—sunlight was already streaming in from the drawn
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curtains. She seemed unfazed at that—Antony had been known to draw back
the curtains ever so often in the middle of the night. The team of doctors look-
ing after him had discussed about the clinical significance of that action, but
they could not come to a conclusion that stated it was an unexpected sort of
behaviour.

When her gaze turned from the window to the bed, she gave a small gasp—
there was no one to be found on it. The sheets were not made, so it was clear
that someone had slept in them last night, but where their occupier went, no
one knew. She stepped quickly towards the shared toilet, in case Antony was
answering nature’s call at that point, but the shared toilet door was open and
there was no one inside. Sensing something amiss, the nurse quickly returned
to the nurses’ station and triggered a silent alarm alerting all staff in the vicinity
that a patient was missing. In the mean time, she started filling in the contents
of the form that recorded the incident before she too joined in the manhunt for
Antony. He was not dangerous to the people around him, but his impact on
himself was not well understood as yet.

They found him later by the lamp post that someone had decided to leave
in the middle of the green grassy field across the psychiatric hospital. He was
swinging from a make shift noose hung from the top of the lamp.

Antony had finally given his final goodbye to the cruel world.


