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Prologue: Happy New Year!

“Oh my goodness! Just look at the crowd! Do you see the crowd, Suzanne?”
“My, my, yes indeed John,” Suzanne replied through the microphone on stage

as she was keeping an eye out on the gathered audience. “Everyone seems to
be ready for the final countdown!”

“Yeah!” John, Suzanne’s co-host replied with great enthusiasm. In the
background, there was some generic music being played over the speaker
systems as the live band on stage was loafing about, taking a break and getting
ready for the inevitable high energy output that they would be expected to put
on in a bit.

“Come on everyone, are we all excited for the arrival for 2020?”
The crowd shouted something that sounded like a “yeah” in reply.
“Really? That’s how excited you all are for the arrival for 2020? Come on, I’m

sure you’re all more excited than that!” John was booming through the speaker
system over the background music, egging the crowd on.

The crowd roared in near unison.
The jumbotron on the stage was showing the crowd in its full glory of shouting

and jumping revellers, energised by the sheer anticipation, and the infectious-
ness of the high energy that the crowd was refeeding into itself.

Just as John was going to saymore things, the jumbotron turned into a display
of a large number ten.

The crowd, taking the cue, shouted out the numbers that appeared on the
jumbotron, in near unison.

The crowd screamed out nine as John cut himself halfway and bellowed the
number with them.

Eight was resounding as even Suzanne joined in.
Seven was when the clueless in the crowd stopped their random yelling to

synchronise with the count down.
Six was chanted in anticipation.
Five came on and the live band on stage started to get into a ready position

to start playing.
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8 PROLOGUE: HAPPY NEW YEAR!

Four was punctuated by a clear pause after.
Three came on as the drummer decided to do a bass drum beat to it.
Two was when he added his snares as the crowd reached their peak in

synchronous cooperation.
One was felt deep within the bones as One Voice went through the darkness

of the night in the sweltering heat.
The live band kicked in with their racuous rendition of Europe’s “Final Count-

down” as sheer jubilation erupted from the collective voices of the ten thousand
who were gathered in the stadium, to be joined by countless millions throughout
the city.

“Happy new year!” John was screaming into the microphone, mercifully
controlled by the sound engineer to not distort too dramatically. Suzanne was
also in on it, and added some platitudes.

“And there you have it everyone, we are now officially in the year 2020!”



January

The cheap electronic alarm clock beeped incessantly on the small table on the
side of my bed. Annoyed, I half-opened an eye and instinctively moved my arm
to smack the snooze button on the thing.

The red LCD numbers informed me sardonically that it was eight o’clock in
the morning. I cussed myself out under my breath—why did I forget to turn
off the alarm the night before, considering that it was the first of January, New
Year’s Day, and a government gazetted public holiday. There was literally no
good reason for me to be living under the tyranny of the alarm clock the day that
I would normally be doing when it was a day of rest.

I tried to go back to sleep, but alas it was not meant to be, for by cussing out
to myself I had inadvertently triggered the switch in my brain from “sleeping”
to “awake” permanently, well, at least, as permanently as the day could be since
eventually I would have to turn in for the night to rest up again.

Grumbling to myself, I rolled out of bed in my shorts, and put on a clean T-
shirt as I picked up the offending device and ensured that the alarm was set to
“quiet” as opposed to “snooze”. The difference was definitely subtle, but I had
remembered to my chagrin of times where I accidentally kept it at snooze, and
then at eight o’clock in the evening, the blasted thing would make its infernal
presence felt.

I knew of better digital alarm clocks that could handle proper twenty-four hour
time, but those would cost me something like ten times the price of this cheap
one that had followed me all over the world and back again, having a more or
less loyal service of some ten years by now.

I sat up in front of my computer and wiggled the mouse. The darkened screen
came to life, showing the back drop of my log in screen. I typed in the usual
password and went back to whatever I was working on, which was. . . nothing. I
pulled up the web browser and looked at whatever was happening online.

There were the usual deluge of people proclaiming that the new year had
arrived, and there were many who started to push out the meme that “Hahaha
this year will be done in hindsight because hindsight is 2020”. And then there
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10 JANUARY

were the usual groanings and counter or anti memes against that, and the whole
thread of conversation would spiral into general nothingness.

No one would realise how prescient those comments were going to be, but I
am getting ahead of myself here.

I shrugged and locked up the screen. Nothing really new. I stretched myself
a little, and thought of making myself a coffee.

I had just gone out the night before to pick up my girlfriend from the airport.
She was on a late flight, having taken the Christmas period to make a trip back
to her home town in the motherland, and have managed to snag a cheap flight
back on the eve of new year’s. I offered to pick her up in the car, and at first she
was a little apprehensive, for she felt that she was imposing on me.

I told her that it really was not the case—she wasmy girlfriend, and how could
I feel imposed upon when I was doing things with her, for her? Besides, I added,
it was probably nice to see her once again before the year ended, and to be the
first one to see her on the day the new year began. Cheesy as it may sound,
but I deeply believed that it was important to spend time with the people whom
one cares about, especially for “special” events like this. It did not have to be
something particularly flashy, but it was important that we acknowledged each
other, and to be comfortable enough to be together.

She agreed with it, and we spent the last few minutes of 2019 and the first
few minutes of 2020 eating potato crisps in the carpark just outside of her
apartment. We talked for an hour or so, before she had to retire for the night
from her flight, and I had to get back home to rest too.

I quickly texted her a good morning on my cell phone that had been charging
throughout the night before heading off to take a quick shower, after which I
made a cup of instant coffee to wake myself up a little more formally and to plan
what to do with my free day.

It was the ninth day of the month, and not coincidentally, the ninth day of the
year. I had woken up early and showered myself carefully once more, following
the strict instructions that were provided to me to ensure that I had sufficiently
disinfected myself to be ready for surgery.

It was a planned surgery whose process got kick-started just the week before.
For a long time, I was suffering from phimosis, and while there was a period
where it was completely possible to retract the foreskin totally for hygienic
cleaning, it was impossible to do so for the past couple of months because
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the skin itself had developed some kind of swelling about it that brought the
condition back. It was getting annoying on so many levels—it made peeing very
difficult due to the bad aim from the ballooning of the foreskin area as the urine
got trapped inside first, even as I was attempting to manipulate it such that the
opening of the foreskin was aligned with that of the urethra for effective urine
flow. I had tried the same methods that I had resorted to in the past to gently
retract the foreskin, but it just refused to budge. Moreover, I was starting to get
worried that if this was going to keep recurring in future, how my sex life with
my wife would be like. I knew that I had to have a circumcision for the sake of
everything and everyone—the question was that of timing. Work made me delay
all my decisions till about this time, and even then, it was very rushed because I
was trying to get to a point where I was fairly healed up to “survive” the Chinese
Lunar New Year that was coming in seventeen days’ time.

The urologist had assured me that it was all quite routine, and the risk was
minimal, and that the healing was not expected to have any complications, and
that the condition was severe enough that he would rather operate early than
late. And so, surgery on the ninth day of the year was planned.

It was to be a day surgery—I would report in themorning, get changed into the
operating gown, get wheeled into the preparation room of the operating theatre,
go under general anaesthesia, get operated upon by the surgeon, recover from
said anaesthesia in the recovery room, then, if everything went well, I would be
released before the end of the day to go home and recuperate.

I got myself to the day surgery centre as planned, and underwent the pro-
cedure as described, and was accompanied home by my parents to rest. All in
all, it went pretty well, all things considered. The day before, I had to report to
the hospital to meet with the anaesthetist to do some blood tests and question-
naires to ensure that I could tolerate the general anaesthesia, and at the same
time, I had gone ahead to stock up on some hand santisers at the retail shop at
the hospital. It was a strange offer that they were having—I was looking for hand
sanitisers that were unscented, but for some reason, they did not sell those. So
I ended up buying the one that was least scented. At the check out counter, the
cashier saw what it was that I had purchased, and remarked that it was a good
buy, because it came with another bottle of hand sanitiser for free, and the free
bottle of hand sanitiser was scentless too.

I looked at the cashier funny and asked if I could just purchase the scentless
one. The cashier said that it was not possible, because the scentless one
was distinctively not for sale. I rolled my eyes, did the math in my head, and
begrudgingly just purchase the scented one to get the scentless one for free,
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not knowing what I would do with that extra bottle of hand sanitiser that I was
sure I did not need due to the estimated period of time that I was expected to
have to handle the wound cleaning and dressing (about two weeks only).

Again, I would not learn of how much providence it was to be given that “extra
unused” bottle of hand sanitiser at that point in time.

So I was resting at home throughout the two weeks. The first few days were
rough—like all raw surgical wounds, the first few days were when the sutured up
wound were most susceptible to infection, and it was of paramount importance
to keep infection under strict control to ensure that the wound healing was not to
be negatively affected. I was given some antibiotics to take prophylactically, but
was not given anything topical for the wound, just a general instruction that if it
wasn’t bleeding, I could just take off the bandage and let it air, and to gently let
running water run over the top of the sutures, and not to rub it vigorously while
attempting to clean it. I was also told to not wear tight pants, wearing loose
pants as well as I could to allow the wound a chance to heal without pressuring
it much.

The first day was fine, to a point. I was awakened every couple of hours of
sleep due to unwanted erections that stretched on the stitches, which brought
about a sharp pain that would wake me up and force the tumescence to go down
on its own accord. There did not seem to be any damage from it apart from
the random waking periods—the pain was sharp enough to wake me up to do
something about it (in this case, there was really nothing to be done), but it was
not one that was long lasting enough to cause major discomfort.

The second day, I woke up early in themorning to find blood stains inmy loose
like heck bermudas at where the sutured wounds were. The blood stain looked
extensive to me—it was about six millimetres wide and about three centimetres
long. Considering that it was from a body part that is well known for being a
place of high blood density, it was definitely disconcerting. It was like five in the
morning, and I was worried that the stitches had fallen apart during the night
and that I was randomly bleeding. It did not help that when I was examining
the sutured up wound, I saw that part of it looked like the wound itself was
widening up, despite the sutures still seemingly holding on. Unnervingly, that part
of the widening wound was exactly the location where I deduced the blood stains
were coming from. I was told in the pre-surgery counselling that if the bleeding
did not stop, I was to immediately head down to the emergency department of
the hospital. To me, seeing that blood stain in my bermudas was the sign that
the bleeding did not stop, and so I decided to follow the instructions that were
provided, and had my father drive me to the emergency department pronto.
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There was no one at the emergency department at that time of the day, except
for me and my father. But it still took about twenty minutes or so before the
emergency doctor would see me—there was a triaging step where information
was being gathered by a nurse and input into the system, then there was the
waiting outside of the treatment room to be called in for treatment. All these
while, I was just sitting as quietly as I could, hoping to myself that I was not going
to bleed out even more. There was no pain to speak of, and I was relatively sure
that I was not bleeding there and then (the bleeding had probably clotted itself
up, otherwise there would be a much extensive blood stain in my bermudas than
what I had seen), but since this is my first time having a day surgery, with my after
surgery care wholly handled by myself, I did not want to take any unnecessary
chances. I walked as slowly as I could, well aware that any larger strides that I
could take would end up with the various pendulous parts that were in sutures to
move along with the strides themselves, causing all kinds of additional movement
that could possibly accidentally rip up sutures and cause all kinds of strange
things to happen, none of which were outcomes that I wanted to deal with.

For all purposes and intents, the emergency department timing was actually
acceptable to me. It was the only place that I could head to at that time of the day
for that kind of a situation—no general practitioner (other than the twenty-four
hour clinics) would be available at five in the morning, and more importantly, not
all clinics that were open would have the capabilities of a surgery. If the stitches
were really undone, I would then have to be transferred to an actual emergency
department where there are surgeons on duty any way, so it was just better to
follow the instructions and go straight there.

The doctor called my name, and led me into the treatment room. The
treatment room itself was as large as a regular hospital ward, but unlike a regular
hospital ward, it was not made up of two opposing rows of beds. Only one row
was made up of beds, while the other was some kind of reclinable treatment
chair. I was asked to sit in one of those treatment chairs, and was quizzed about
the nature of my medical emergency. The doctor sympathetically listened to my
concerns, and told me to show him the situation, to which I did. He assessed
the situation and pointed out that it was nothing too serious—there was light
bleeding, but none of the stitches had fallen out, and that I should be using a
bandage still. He did up a new dressing for me, and on the way out, one of
the nurses helpfully gave me some of their sterile gauze so that I could do the
dressing change on my own.

Armed with additional information, I thought I would be fine and could follow
the two weeks of recovery without incident.
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Well, it was not without incident. A couple of days later, during a routine
examination of the wound, I started noticing that it was not as clean as originally
thought. Some exudate was showing up, and it was starting to look like there
was more inflammation than was to be expected. I then went to my general
practitioner for advice, and he prescribed an antiseptic cleaner, and two different
types of topical antibiotics that I was to use to ensure that the superficial
topical infection was kept only at that level and no more—the groin region was
a notoriously hard location to keep the cleanliness levels that were necessary in
preventing infections, but that was mostly because of the nature of the region
(with lots of glands lack of air flow in general) than a lack of actual proper hygiene.

A week and a half passed. My girlfriend had dropped by to visit me every now
and then after work, bringing me much needed company and junk food to keep
my spirits up in between the frequent naps that I was taking. I was on some kind
of a one meal a day diet, but that was quietly thrown out of the window during
the recuperation phase—I figured that I needed as much nutrition as I could get
to ensure that the wound would heal at a good enough pace without running into
additional complications like in the early days. Each day was very regimented
to a degree. I would wake up in the morning to remove the bandage, take a
shower, clean up the wound properly with Eusol solution, apply the two different
topical antibiotic ointments, before putting on the sterile gauze with micropore
dressing to ensure that the wound was well protected. The towels that I used to
shower with were all laundered immediately after they were used to dry myself
off as part of the whole infection control programme.

On the day of my birthday, my girlfriend brought down a lovely crocheted tiny
dinosaur to keep me company. His name is Tino, and he is a lovely green with
a purple mohawk like spines down his back. He is one of the many crocheted
critters that my girlfriend had made for me over the years to keep me company
as I travelled from place to place, and moved from company to company. My
favourite one (and my oldest one) from her is a blue-white gradient snow bunny
affectionately called Stuffie. He is adorable with a white pom-pom tail, and has
travelled with me to and fro the United States for the five years that he has been
with me. With him are also two cats (Cacat Cat and Pika-nope), my Takoyarnie
army (thirty octopuses and two “blur” sotong), a cactus, and a couple of flapjack
octopuses. I was still in recovery at that point, and was generally restless in
between resting and worrying about work that I cannot help with because of the
discomfort and potential pain from sitting upright for too long with a wound on
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my member, and Tino lit my eyes up as I played with him and Stuffie as my
girlfriend looked on bemusedly at my delight.

Amidst the period of my convalescence, a curious piece of news was filtered
down through the usual mass media. China was reporting that they had an
increasing number of cases for an unusual SARS like respiratory disease. The
numbers reported numbered in the hundreds daily, and it created an interesting
situation where folks in Singapore were starting to slowly stock up on various
disinfectants and antiseptics as part of the initial irrational panic preparation
for the event that the disease made its way to the country. While the SARS
epidemic of 2002–2004 happened more than fifteen years ago, those who had
lived through it still remembered the terrifying feeling that was present as the
numbers started rising from the countries that were affected by it first, before
having our own case counts appearing, and then climbing, leading to a whole
slew of reactionary policies that were necessary to slow down the spread of the
disease through the community. It was among the first times that schools and
work were ordered to shut down for a while to ensure that there was little to no
community spread cases due to the interactions that people were having with
each other.

The stocking up of disinfectants caused a minor inconvenience for me. I
needed the use of Eusol, an antiseptic solution, to ensure that I could change
my dressings safely (that is, aseptically), but it was not easy to be found. I did
think of using isopropyl alcohol as a replacement, but thought better of it—as far
as I could tell, isopropyl alcohol was less of an antiseptic and more of an agent
that would allow a more thorough surface cleaning to remove the instances of
the bacteria and viruses that were present. While it was true that I was cleaning
my wound, it was simply not the case that I was actually actively trying to “clean”
it in that sense—it was more of the antiseptic behaviour that I was looking for.
That minor inconvenience did not stop me for acquiring the much needed Eusol.
Eventually though, a subsequent follow-up appointment with another surgeon of
the health team that was taking care of my case told me to stop with the dressing
and topical application of antibiotics, and to let the wound “air” itself out so that
it could complete the healing.

The Chinese Lunar New Year was around the corner then, and I was healing
well enough that we could have a reunion lunch at home on the eighteenth day.
My sister’s family came by as well, and a good time was had by all. My girlfriend
was not present at the family reunion lunch, mostly because she was technically
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not family just yet, as pointed out soberly by my father. To him, to be part of the
family was to mean that she was already married with me, and at that time, it
was not the case just yet. I just thought it a bit awkward that he would draw the
line that clearly, but while I had my misgivings, I respected his decision about
the matter.

How prescient his view was, even though none of us at that time would know
about it, and just how it could end up that way. But again, I am jumping ahead
of myself.

The Chinese Lunar New Year proper came on the twenty-fifth day, and on
the twenty-sixth day I was in great enough shape to safely represent my musical
group at a grassroots event that was held in celebration of the start of a new
year in the Chinese lunar calendar. To be had, I was not in my usual hale and
hearty self in being able to stride about normally—I still walked slower to ensure
that I did not agitate the still healing wound more than necessary. While it
was definitely much better than the beginning, I would rather be pronounced
fully healed by the surgeon than my own knowledgeless interpretation of reality.
Anyway, that gathering passed by as uneventfully as it possibly could—food and
drink was had, shoulders were rubbed with various other grassroots leaders, be
they social or political, pictures were even taken with the various higher-ranking
leaders who were also invited to the gathering. It would be a great place for
making more networking connections to advance one’s particular agenda in any
of the social, economic, or even political fields, but I was never that seriously
into that, considering that my musical group was more of a hobby than a job.

The next day, I met up with an old friend with my girlfriend, and we had lunch,
shooting the breeze and just being all hopeful for the upcoming year. It was a
public holiday due to the Sunday coinciding with that of the public holiday, it
just meant that the upcoming Monday was also marked as a public holiday, a
sort of gazetted off-in-lieu to ensure that gazetted public holidays were not to
be absorbed away due to calendrical issues.

While all these were happening in my life during that period, the number of
cases of the mysterious respiratory disease was starting to jump quite dramat-
ically. In the early days, there were daily reports of under a hundred cases, but
during the seventeenth and twenty-third days, the increase to the daily count was
counted in the hundreds. By the twenty-fourth day, the daily case count had leapt
to the thousands, and by the end of the month, the total case count was pass the
psychological mark of ten thousand.

The early response, as I noted, was quite sedate. But as the numbers were
jumping so drastically, people started to be concerned. A full panic had not
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ensued yet, partly due to the perceived distance of the situation (it was in
mainland China, some four thousand kilometres away), and partly due to themore
pressing concerns from daily living in preparing for one of the biggest festivals
in the Chinese community, that is, the Chinese Lunar New Year itself. People in
Singapore were definitely concerned with the emerging situation in China itself
over the whole affair, but there was no concerted effort in any way to directly
deal with the still non-existent problem. As far as the world was concerned, it
was largely still an epidemic that was in China.

There was a small handful of cases in Singapore during the month, but
they were largely from the movement of Chinese nationals who were entering
Singapore after having been in China for a bit. The authorities had applied what
they had learnt from the SARS of 2002–2004 and did the necessary quarantine
lock-down of those who were infected, and to the rest of the population, things
were good enough.

Things would start to change when February came about.
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February

On the thirty second day of the year, I found myself once more at the big empty
field that had a large tent built upon it to act as a temporary banquet hall for
the annual community Chinese Lunar New Year Gala Dinner, representing my
musical group and the parent Chinese Cultural Group together with nine others
who shared the same table. My girlfriend was with me too, and we were seated
about five tables away from the stage in a straight-lined fashion. The gala dinner
was somewhat of an annual tradition that evolved from the old days of the
kampong, where large and important events like the Chinese Lunar New Year
were celebrated by the community through a big feast. Back then, as far as
I knew, it was more potluck in nature, with everyone who came for the banquet
bringing their own foods, or to have designated cooks from the kampong to cook
up a feast based on ingredients that were contributed by the other villagers.

These days, it had evolved into a commercial affair, with a temporary field
kitchen set up by specialised caterers who had perfected the art of presenting
near-restaurant quality food in settings that are far removed from that of the
restaurant itself. It goes to show just how much one really needs in order to have
a working kitchen—not much at all, it seems, as long as the basic sources for fire
were present; everything was dependent on the skill of the cook and the quality
of the ingredients.

The gala dinner had more than just a banquet though—there was also a stage
that was set in the front, where various entertainment items were presented as
the dinner progressed. In early days, my musical group would be one of the
contributing entertainers, regaling the diners with music played on traditional
Chinese instruments like the dizi, erhu, and the yangqin. But these days, the or-
ganising committee just found it easier to contract some external entertainment
company to run the show. I could understand why that was the case—through
the hiring of such a company, there was significantly less coordination work that
was needed to be done by the organising committee, since the company itself
will handle everything, as opposed to the organising committee having to spend
time to talk to the various community groups to seek for items. The entertain-
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ment company itself had lots of experience running such events—they basically
followed the same format as how they would run their getai, a mostly singing and
light banter extravaganza often held during the seventh month of the Chinese lu-
nar calendar, as a type of entertainment for the “good brother” spirits who were
allowed to roam about for that one month.

That evening was no different from other gala dinners of the same nature that
I had attended more often than before. It was a five course dinner with dessert,
and the starting dish, considering that it was the gala dinner celebrating the
Chinese Lunar New Year, was the completely Singaporean dish of lohei. The best
way to describe lohei is to call it a sashimi vegetable salad full of symbolism that
was created by the four legendary chefs of Singapore from the 1950s. Each type
of vegetable that was a part of the lohei was carefully julienned for consistency to
aid in the mass tossing of the said salad, and served as the base. The vegetables
were chosen to provide vibrant colours, so there was green, white, and orange
present. Then, as led by the host, different condiments are added, each adding
symbolisms that were to aid in obtaining various blessings for the upcoming new
year. This included things like oil, sweet plum sauce, crispy crackers, lime juice,
pepper and salt, and crushed peanuts. The “key protein” of the lohei salad was
that of fish. Traditionally, it was a white raw fish thinly sliced, but it had evolved
to that of salmon, and these days, abalone because of fears of salmonella from
all the raw meat without necessarily having the proper handling the way sashimi
was in the Japanese restaurants.

After all the condiments were added came the main event that gave the dish
its name—the mass tossing of the salad, or the lohei. Everyone would stand up
at the table and be armed with their pair of chopsticks, and on the command
from the host at the stage, would use their chopsticks to fork bits of the salad,
and lifting them up high, saying some auspicious words, repeating it again and
again to do the lohei action. The action of lifting it up high was symbolic as well,
as it meant a want to be ever improving or progressing, that is, to get “higher” in
life. The whole mass tossing would be a joyful chaotic mess until the salad was
well mixed up as seen by the distribution of the riot of colours, and most of the
salad should still be in the amply large plate where it was originally set up, ready
for consumption when most of the diners across the gala dinner were done with
their tossing of the salad.

The rest of the gala dinner was mundane enough with the bringing out of
the various courses of dinner as the hosts on the stage introduced the different
singers on stage, who would have some light banter, and then sing a couple of
songs of theirs. The songs spanned a variety of languages that included non-
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Chinese ones—despite it being a Chinese Lunar New Year gala dinner, it was
still a community one, and therefore had a diversified group of attendees that
included our non-Chinese brethren.

It would take a while before I would realise how much I missed the mundane,
but again, I am jumping ahead of myself here.

It was the thirty sixth day of the year. While I was back in action for work
because of the expiry of the hospitalisation sick leave that I was given, I still had
to change the dressing on the surgical wound. The stitches were still there, the
wound was still not fully healed over to justify their removal, and there were still
random light bleeding here and there that was inconsequential.

Work was weird. While I was working for my company, due to the project’s
requirements, my colleagues and I were working on site at the customer’s
location itself, as opposed to working from our company’s office. The reasons for
that strange requirement were potentially lost in the sands of time, but rumour
has it that the strange policy thus instituted was due to the customer having been
bitten by an over-promised and under-delivered contractor before, and because
of that, the customer’s management had decided that the best way to ensure that
work was delivered on time was to exert more direct control over the contractors,
of which a key component was to ensure that the contractor involved had most
of their development staff on site at the customer’s location so that the officers
of the customer can pay a much closer eye to the goings-on, and thus nip any
issues in the bud before things could spiral out of control.

I thought it silly, but I was not the customer, so I did not have my way.
The thirty sixth day of the year (or the fifth day of the month) stood out

because it was the farewell dinner for Lucien, my colleague. He was roped into
the project a few months ago, when the previous project manager had resigned
due to personal issues. The project was of high priority, and so Lucien was
assigned to be the project manager taking over. And through Lucien, I was
roped in to help as well, because the deadline that was originally requested by
the customer was extremely aggressive, and there were other issues from the
past that I was not aware of. It had been a long grind through the months, and
it was not helped much by my own emerging situation that required me to have
the surgery done.

Lucien did his best to salvage the project, and while his efforts ultimately led
to a much better outcome for the team in general (the deadline was extended
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to something more reasonable by all parties), it took a serious toll on his mental
health. He was finding it hard to actually remember things, as he was attempting
to juggle the timeline part of project management, with the discussions with
the customer on their requirements that they did not actually specify precisely
enough, and managing a team that was sometimes not very communicative,
either due to deference to a higher authority to avoid commitment, or due to
other reasons that I did not bother to think too much about. Because of all
that mental strain, he had decided that he had to go, and had tendered his
resignation.

As it was wont, we held a farewell dinner for Lucien. It was after the official
end of day work hour, and the ten of us trooped off from the customer’s location
towards the restaurant nearby. The restaurant was chosen specifically because
it was near enough to not have to worry about the logistics of moving ten people,
and that its food was well-known to be delicious to the point that most walk-ins
would be waiting for at least an hour before they could get a table. We had a
booking made for sure, and even then it took the staff there a few minutes to
sort out which table it was that they had assigned us for the booking. I could
not tell the reason why—I was not a part of the conversation—but we ended up
at table that was on the outside, and directly next to the queue of walk-ins, who
had just about started to gather for that evening’s dinner service.

The food was spectacular, the company was a little sedate. There was a mix
of good feelings from the out of work aspect of the gathering, and a spate of
sad feelings, especially from me I suppose, since it was the farewell dinner of
a friend and colleague. Beer was had (Lucien did not drink, but my colleagues
did), and lots of random cultural exchange anecdotes were shared. I had also
coincidentally saw that my old Aikido sensei and his crew was at the restaurant
too—they came a little later than us, and were seated at a table inside. I had
taken the opportunity to go say hi to them. Naturally, sensei eventually got round
to asking me when I was heading back to training with them.

How could I tell him that it was not likely that I would be, considering that
where I was working now made it hard to reach any of the available dojos in
time, and more importantly, I have realised that I was getting older and thus
my fingers were getting more important to me for work-related issues (I had to
type a lot, and typing used all ten fingers) and for my primary hobby (of music
making—playing musical instruments also requires ten dexterous fingers). I had
understood the same reason why an older friend of mine stopped doing jujutsu—
after some point, the training that the martial arts request from the body will
require one to do some deep thinking about commitment, as in, whether one
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was ready to commit to the martial art enough to take it to the next level. Getting
older meant that if I had any injury—injury could always be mitigated but never
completely removed in martial arts—it would take increasingly longer to recover,
and even then, some functionality may be lost forever, which is bad for me
personally considering the number of activities where I had higher responsibility
and needing those functionality to be at a high enough level.

I just gave him a rather non-comittal answer of “see how”.

It was the forty second day of the year, and I finally had my official post
surgery follow up appointment with the surgeon at the urology clinic. It was not
the same surgeon as the one who did my surgery—for the heavily subsidised
treatment programme that I was on, it was the trend to be treated by a team
of doctors rather than a specific doctor. There were definitely lots of benefits
for such a set up for the patient. For one, a team of doctors are less likely to
suffer from the same set of blind spots, and if they are actually communicating
well through the case notes and/or other meetings, it can improve the overall
therapeutic outcome. For two, it meant that the general availability of a physician
was much improved, since any doctor from the same team can theoretically
handle the case of the patient, without having to wait too long for one specific
doctor’s availability.

It was nearing the fifth week since the operation itself, and the surgical
wound itself was still exuding some blood, serum, and a bit of light infection
here and there in the form of very diluted pus. I had been changing the dressing
about twice a day, disinfecting my hands with the suddenly scarce disinfectant,
cleaning out the sutured up surgical wound with Eusol, then applying the two
different antibiotic ointments, before wrapping it all up with sterile gauze and
micropore. I was definitely starting to get annoyed at the process, since I was
expecting the healing to be completed by then.

So I went for my appointment in the afternoon, having taken the day off using
an off-in-lieu I had lying around from having the Chinese Lunar New Year public
holiday being on a Saturday, a day of rest for my work, at around noon. I met the
doctor, showed him the wound, and explained my confusion about why it had not
fully healed over by now, despite what I had been told.

The surgeon examined my wound, and told me that it was healing well,
and pointed out that it was all the dressing with the cleaning and antibiotic
application that was preventing it from “drying out”. He promptly set me up for a
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final wound cleaning treatment at the nurse station at the urology clinic, gave me
his instructions to discontinue with the dressing regimen, and to just let it “air
out” without doing anything else to it other than standard hygiene maintenance
in the form of showers. He then promptly gave me about ten days’ worth of
hospitalisation medical leave for me to stay at home and wait out the wound’s
drying out, after which I was to return for another (hopefully) final follow up, where
any stitches left behind would finally be removed.

I was floored. I was not expecting a hospitalisation leave again a month after
the surgery. At first, I wanted to resist, thinking that it was perhaps not necessary
to be further confined to home while this final phase of the post operation care
was being done—there was a lot of work that needed to be done for the customer,
we were already somewhat behind (to put it mildly), and I was already feeling
guilty for going on hospitalisation leave earlier for the surgery in spite of all
these. But my senses came back to me quickly enough to realise that it was
important for me to stay at home—the early days of exposing the “raw” surgical
wound like that may mean messes that were not easy to clean up if I were in
dress pants outside, not to mention that the mere fact that I was wearing a
dress pants would mean that there was more fabric in contact with the drying
out wound, which could complicate matters.

So, I just took the hospitalisation leave from the doctor, and promptly mes-
saged my team about the unexpected need to be away for another week and
change. To my surprise, the team was quite supportive—they told me to not
worry, and that they would manage some how, and that it was important that I
heal over well first.

I went to the nurse station at the urology clinic for a final wound cleaning
and dressing removal, after which I finished up the administrative procedures
of payment and documentation, and went home to rest. This second round of
being confined to quarters was a little bit different from the first one. The pain
was definitely almost non-existent as compared to the first time—there were
still random tumescences that would come about, but the tissue that were held
together by the stitches had melded with each other strong enough that the
stitches would not be tugging on superficial skin alone. It would still sting a bit,
but not as much that it would wake me up in the middle of the night. To avoid
introducing any form of secondary infection, I had opted to go about completely
pantsless for most of the day, by hiding in my room for the purposes of modesty,
only putting on pants when I was leaving it to have a meal, or to meet up with
my girlfriend, who dropped by once or twice after she heard of the latest update.

The wound itself underwent its own metamorphosis as explained by the
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surgeon. The first day or two, the wound itself was still damp, but it did not
seem to leak as much serum as before. As the days went on, I saw that the
surface of the wound was slowly scabbing over, having a texture similar to when
my sometimes broken skin from another malady heal itself into a scab. And like
all scabs, eventually it would be dry enough and detached enough from the new
skin below and slowly peel off. At that point, there was no more weeping wounds
to look at, and I had observed the healing long enough to venture gingerly with
a pair of tweezers to tug at the peeling scabs to remove the detached parts of
them that to avoid having them snag accidentally on something to rip away even
the part that has not been fully detached, some times resorting to a pair of small
but sharp scissors to cut the scab at the right place.

One day, after one of my showers, I found a stitch’s knot had unravelled.
Intrigued, I again usedmy tweezers to gently tug at it, after having done research
on the safely of such actions. I found that I could remove that stitch, and that
the hole through the tissue that it was threaded through was not bleeding, nor
did I tug out any tissue that had been clinging on to the stitch. There was a
stitch that was pressing into the side of my groin when I was seated that was
hurting me, and when I saw that the wound on that side had fully dried out with
the scab having fallen out, I experimentally snipped off one side of the knot and
carefully drew out the rest of thread through my flesh with a pair of tweezers. I
knew that nothing would happen other than my successful removal of the stitch,
but I was still rather unnerved until I finished the manoeuvre. The relief from
that was tremendous on two fronts—there was no more knot pressing into my
flesh causing random pain from wrong angles, and I had successfully removed
a stitch myself.

On the day beforemy final follow up appointment, I did a self examination and
found that the wound had completely “dried out”, and that the skin between the
boundaries of the surgical site were as seamless as they could be. I started
to remove some of the other stitches that were irritating other parts of my
skin in the region—as the wound healed, regular sensitivity seemed to return
when the threat of pain has decreased. After I had removed those that were
irritating enough to me, I found that I only had a few more stitches left. Feeling
adventurous, and not wanting to wait even longer at the doctor’s appointment, I
carefully removed the rest myself.

And so, by the time I went for my follow up appointment, there were no
stitches left, all of them having “fallen on their own” in due course. The doctor
declared me fully healed, and discharged me on the day itself, which was the fifty
second day of the year, or a Friday.
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And it was in good time too, because the next day, I was scheduled to attend
the wedding of an old friend of mine with my girlfriend.

The number of cases of the new respiratory disease in China had increased
to beyond seventy thousand. In Singapore, the case count had climbed to
more than eighty, suspected to be from spreading clusters when people who
had visited China during the Chinese Lunar New Year holidays returning back
without necessarily realising that they were carriers of the new disease. For the
whole of the previous month, the respiratory disease had the unglamorous and
politically tricky nickname of “Wuhan coronavirus”, but just recently the World
Health Organisation gave the official designation of “COVID-19”, after having
tried to reduce the political impact of the nickname by using the interim name
of “2019-nCov”.

The rise of the COVID-19 cases in Singapore in general, and the detection of
cases from un-related clusters prompted immediate measures from the govern-
ment. Part of the immediate measures was to raise the Disease Outbreak Re-
sponse System Condition (DORSCON) level from Yellow to Orange. There were
lots of panic buying from the population in the process, trying to stock up on
necessities (non-perishable food) and things that some considered were neces-
sities (toilet paper) by some due to the perceived increase in danger from the
official move. Additional measures involving temperature taking and record, and
minimising of physical contact were also being promoted—all lessons that were
learnt from the SARS of 2002–2004. I found myself digging out an old digital
thermometer and carrying it about just for this purpose.

It was under this backdrop that my friend Erin and her beau, Peng Hua, held
their wedding on the twenty second of the month.

My girlfriend and I reported to the location early to have ample time for
all the additional procedures that were mandated in response to COVID-19.
Unfortunately and like always, we were too early—the team helping Erin and Peng
Hua were not even ready yet. The location of the wedding was at a nearby church-
like organisation’s building, andmercifully, it was amorning ceremony then lunch
buffet thing, as opposed to the more usual evening till late night affair.

We met the happy bride just as she was coming down with her entourage to
run through some final rehearsals in the church proper, and her fiance was also
out and about, getting together the team and giving some final instructions on
how to set up the reception counter, as well as what other additional processes
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they needed to do to conform with what was requested in the new measures to
combat the spread of COVID-19.

Eventually the wedding ceremony was held to a cute mix of both English
and Mandarin, whose bilingual aspect extended even into the vows before God
themselves. It was cute because Peng Hua was obviously not very comfortable
with saying things in Mandarin, but he soldiered on as best as he could—it was
definitely a brave and praise-worthy thing to note.

At the lunch buffet banquet, we learnt from Erin that the increased amount of
requirements from the COVID-19 response had indeed caused them to have to
re-plan a lot of things, even to the point of re-negotiating with the caterer for a
smaller package due to the much reduced head count. A few of my other fellow
members of my musical group were there too—Erin was one of our musicians as
well—and we spent the lunch buffet just shooting the breeze and relaxing, all of
us being happy for Erin’s new matrimonial life ahead.

Back at work, things were getting weird. The customer, being more of a
stickler to governmental regulations thanks to being somewhat government
related, had pushed down some of their own internal regulations upon us. We
submitted declaration forms here and there about other countries we had visited,
and also other countries that our immediate family members visited—it did not
matter if the said immediate family members lived with us or not, or were even
in Singapore or not, or if we had not met them in months/years or not—we just
had to fill in the paper work. We were told to ensure that we had split teams, and
to be prepared to have alternative weeks of showing up on site. We were also
told to have a split team call tree set up with them, so that they could direct us
as it was necessary to ensure that their own internal regulations were met.

It was definitely a mad scramble in getting the paper work done, more so for
the project managers, both Lucien, who was leaving, and Lily, who was taking
over. On my end, I just quietly filled in the forms as needed, and did what I could
to support them. The personnel directly interacting with us from the customer’s
end were sympathetic with us—they too acknowledged that some of the paper
work and procedures associated with them made no sense, but since it was
orders from above, it was just wiser to follow the instructions, no matter how
silly, as best as we could.
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In the end, through careful negotiation from various representatives of manage-
ment, a collective decision was made. Instead of having a disruptive alternate
week arrangement of split teams showing up on site at the customer’s location,
the two teams (which were split roughly into the “carry” team and the “back-up”
team by ability) were to have their split according to days—Mondays to Wednes-
days being spent on site at the customers by the “carry” team, and Thursdays
and Fridays being spent on site at the customers by the “back-up” team. On the
days that a team was not supposed to be on site, they would instead report to
the office, where a different set of additional rules that the government had laid
out had to be followed.

The new rules that were put in place involved the concept of safe distancing,
that was later corrupted to “social distancing”. Seating arrangements had to be
redone to ensure that there was at least a one metre separation between any
two people. Considering that most of the designated work areas per person
was roughly that amount by distance, it meant that the total effective amount of
seats available within the office was reduced by at least half. For the standard
arrangement of tables involving a centralised island of facing tables, it also ended
up with a staggered type of arrangement so that no one was directly facing
anyone.

That arrangement was definitely less disruptive, but it was akin to comparing
a paper cut against an anaesthesia-less amputation—it still involved a fair bit
of pain. The good news was that my project teams were already fairly used to
working semi-remotely, no thanks to having a sister arm outside of Singapore
that was also working in tandem with us to ensure that we could deliver the
project.

I had gotten back into the groove of the project after having a rather disrup-
tive couple of weeks sorting through the various issues that came about from the
unfortunate timing of my surgery. It was not my favourite project for sure, what
with the extended feature creep from the users that was barely reigned in by all
who could exert control over, and the often times low levels of good communica-
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tion among different colleagues, but it was definitely slowly getting better from
my dogged attempts at trying to break through the ice and establish some kind
of rapport.

It was tough. I had been at it for nearly five calendar months then, and had to
figure out ways to adapt to the new environment. My colleagues were definitely
techies as well, but due to the different cultures, and some times different levels
of comfort in the working language of communication (i.e. English), it was often
hard to elicit any good responses. To this, there seemed to be no one who was
willing to give any suggestions on how to improve upon that, and so I just tried
my best to devise various strategies and tactics to ensure that I could, in the end,
get the information I needed. I suppose that some times, the manner in which I
had asked them the questions could be seen as a little too direct and forceful—it
was partly due to my exasperation at what I was seeing as a Sisyphean task at
simply grinding out the project for the customer, partly through my impatience at
attempting to get the much needed information, whether for the development of
my components, or for the interfacing with other components, and partly through
overall adaptation/stress manangement myself.

In many ways, I was not really doing what I was hired to do. I come from
a more research type background, and had been trained in the associated art
and science of the ever faddish field of “data analytics”, but I was roped in to do
grinding development work. I was not resentful about that—I saw it as a way of
“earning my bones” to gain the much needed rapport and buy in with the folks
that I was to work with intently then and in other future projects. That there
was a larger purpose in mind did little at times to curb my overall impatience
at everything, being too astute to avoid observing all the problematic areas that
were showing up at the management of the project itself. Lucien and now Lily
had done a tremendous amount of good work doing the best they could against
a customer that demanded inordinate amounts of control over us, but somehow
neglected to effect the same amounts of control over themselves. There was little
that we could do, organisationally, to handle that situation—it was a delicate one,
and being the paying party, the customer definitely tipped the scales of the power
balance right there.

So all we could do was to do the best we could, bit the bullet, and carry on.

I had to return to the customer’s on site on Thursdays and Fridays, together
with Lily and another fellow developer. Unsurprising, I was part of the “back-up”
team. It was alright with me for the most part—my so-called career aspirations
did not consist of me being a code monkey forever, and so relegating to a
more supportive type role was within what I was happy with. The customer’s



31

on site location was perpetually freezing, and that was before the reduction of
the number of humans with the split teams arrangement. It was cold enough that
I had brought in the leather half-finger gloves that were with me since 2004 that
had travelled with me throughout the world as part of my cold weather gear, and
a knitted hat, in addition to the usual corporate jacket form factor just to stay
warm in the place.

I did not have fond memories of the customer’s on site location. Apart from
the cold, it took some serious effort to find somewhat decent food places with
enough seats to comfortably dine in at—this part, though definitely not pleasant,
was less relevant to me because I was very into my one meal a day programme
still. My only fond memory of the place was the access to a nice open roof top
where there was ample sun shine. During the lunch hour break, that I was always
careful to consume even if I did not actually use it for feeding purposes, I would
grab a book, physical or electronic, just to sit outside on a bench under the sun
light to read and generate a little vitamin D to keep myself happy. I would usually
accomplish this using the most expedious way possible—by walking out of the
main glass doors of the holding area for all the developer contractors at the
customer’s on site.

But that ease of access was completely removed thanks to the additional
regulations that were put in place. Instead of a short walk of ten metres from the
exterior to the interior of the customer’s on site location where we were supposed
to be at, we had to first enter the foyer of the main building itself. There, we had
to “prove” that we were staff (in our case, flashing the temporary pass access
card was good enough, and only after the security folks were more thoroughly
briefed to accept that for all of us on site contractors), have our temperature
taken with one of those infra-red scanners, before heading to the elevator lobby,
where we would have to play a game of Russian roulette since the elevators
themselves were physically cordoned off to separate those who were going to the
second floor (a public location), and those that were going beyond that. It was
a game of Russian roulette because while the physical access to the elevators
were restricted, the elevators themselves were not reprogrammed with this logic
in mind. The default behaviour of the elevators was to not have another elevator
stop at the ground floor if another one was already there, reasoning that any one
could see that there was already an elevator on that floor and thus it would make
more sense to just get into it and move on, saving an unnecessary deployment
of an elevator carriage.

So there were many times when the elevator that could only reach the second
floor would be on the ground floor, and all of us who were waiting for one of the
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others would have to wait for someone to use that elevator up to the second
floor so that another one would come down. It was infuriating, to put it mildly.
Thankfully the building management eventually got wind of the problem, and had
deployed another security person to be stationed outside that elevator, just so
that he or she could send a potentially empty elevator on its way to the second
floor if there were others who were waiting to head up higher.

In my case, to get to the on site location, I had to get up to the third floor
first by one of the other elevators (no, the stairs were all locked from the outside,
all in the bid to reduce the number of routes for ingress to ensure that everyone
entering the building would have their contact and personal information taken
down, and their temperature taken and recorded), walk through one of the offices
to get through to the other side that opened up to the back office area corridors,
continue along those corridors until I reached the alternative entrance to the
contractors’ on site location, whose access was controlled by the temporary pass
that I was talking about. Then, a flight of stairs needed to be taken before I could
get to the work area.

To exit, I had to reverse the whole process. Calling it cumbersome was again
a very mild statement.

So in many ways, I was glad that I was on the “back up” team and having to
show up on only two out of the five working days in a week. Hassles were a real
thing, and the less of it on a really straining project, the better.

Sad to say, that was not going to be the final level of hassle I would be
receiving for that project.

My work time was again disrupted from the seventy ninth day to the eighty
fourth day of the year. In fact, it was supposed to last even longer by four more
days, because I was supposed to be travelling with my girlfriend to attend an
international music festival to be held in Japan. That did not materialise because
the COVID-19 situation was getting worse during the months leading up to the
actual time of the event to the point that the organisers had chosen to initially
postpone it till next year, before eventually having to cancel it altogether because
their municipal partners could not safely guarantee them anything about the
availability of the spaces due to the ever worsening situation.

I was looking forward to that international music festival. It would be the first
time that my girlfriend and I would be travelling together to a new place over
a shared piece of interest. We had both wanted to travel to Japan for a long
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time, and that international music festival was the best opportunity to do so. But
thanks to the appearance of increasing numbers of COVID-19 infections, much
large gatherings and international travel related activities were being cancelled
or undergoing the process of deciding on cancellation—this included Japan’s
supposed headliner event of the Summer Olympics as well.

Disappointed as we were, we made the best we could of the situation, and
converted the Japan travel to a local staycation, where we would just take time
off from the hectic nonsense that was work, and just spend time together doing
things that we liked doing, visiting our favourite places, eating our favourite foods,
and just relaxing as much as we could.

I guess that during that period of the staycation, my girlfriend was having
some seriously confuddled thoughts that went through her mind, largely involving
her commitment to Christ, and the status of our relationship. I had been caught
in a period of bliss during the years that she had finally made her way to
Singapore after having been in a long distance relationship with her for a few
more years before that. To me, that we would be together as man and wife was
something that I was definitely looking forward to. That feeling never really did
change.

It was the weekend after the staycation that I hadmet up with her for dinner at
a bistro near her rental apartment. Wemet, talked as usual, and I was referencing
how I was always moved whenever I saw or thought about the “Monument to the
laboratory mouse”, a sculpture in the city of Novosibirsk in Siberia, Russia. The
bronze sculpture was that of a laboratory mouse wearing a pince-nez on the tip
of its nose, holding a pair of knitting needles in its paws and was shown knitting
the double helix of DNA. The mouse had those patient, caring eyes like that of
a typical grandmother, and it always moved me to no end because of all the
symbolism behind it—it was a commemorative monument of the sacrifice of so
many mice’s lives to advance scientific research such that humans have a better
chance at a better quality of life. She had asked me why that moved me so much,
and I had replied that in some ways, I felt really bad for the mice inasmuch as
I respected them, because they had no real choice in the matter—they were
bred for one purpose, and it was to serve as the biological petri dish so that we
humans can learn more about ourselves without sacrificing our own kind in the
numbers that were necessary. There were a lot of good work that came out of
the use of laboratory mice in research, but it cannot be denied that every piece
of knowledge thus gained was bought in blood—it may not have been human
blood, but it was blood nonetheless. And it moved me so much to realise that a
lot of what we had was provided for by such critters who did not have a choice.
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I could never not shed a tear whenever I was thinking about it.
After the dinner, we started walking through a park. That was when she

brought up what was bugging her. It involved me visiting her church with her.
Earlier on, when we first negotiated our ground rules for the relationship, I said
this: “I would go with you into the church, but I wouldn’t go with you into the
church.” It meant that I would be happy to go with her into her church to meet
up the people who made up her church family, but I had reservations of being
a believing part of the church people, not because I was atheistic, but that I
did not know enough at that time. Much evil and bad things have been done by
those who claim to be of the church, and it was those things that made me wary
of any particular body of church people. As I told her, I had no beef against God,
but was wary of the people who claimed to be preaching or doing things in His
name, because to me, humankind was fallible, and it was just so easy to corrupt
the true teachings. I did not know how to separate the good followers from the
bad—through my time with her, I knew that she was of the good sort, but I had
many other bad experiences about those who were more sketchy in behaviour.

I made a concrete decision with her to visit her church together, to be formally
introduced to her church family, on one of the Sundays to come. It was not an
empty decision, I fully intended to do that, and then let things come as they
would. I was totally in love with her, and there were many things that I was re-
examining—but that took time.

And time was not what we had. And even so, it would not have mattered
anyway. But again, I jump ahead of myself.

The COVID-19 situation in Singapore was starting to get tense. News report
after news report was repeating such news of doom and gloom. The situation
of the rest of the world was bad—the reported case numbers across the world
were jumping exponentially. The number of cases in the neighbouring country
of Malaysia was getting terrifyingly large as well. Between the two, it was
the realisation that Malaysia was getting severely affected by COVID-19 that
increased the level of anxiety in Singapore.

The anxiety levels thus raised, with little to no experience in dealing with
natural disasters regularly caused people to start panic buying even more goods
to hoard up for what was rumoured to be an inevitable country-wide lock down.
China itself had already imposed lock downs for the cities that were affected
by the virus, and those that were affected the worst by the virus were those
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that had more draconian measures being put in place. The streets were in near
perpetual curfew, with many people being trapped in their home towns, since it
was after the annual spring festival that entailed massive temporary migrations
of those who were living and working in the cities to be back in their often rural
home towns. At some point, some environment researchers have pointed out
that the level of pollution in the various Chinese cities that were notorious for
bad pollution (like Shanghai or Beijing), had their lowest levels of pollution yet,
lending strong credence to the much maligned observation that it was the city
dwellers who were the onesmost likely to be generating air pollution just because
of the way a city worked.

Malaysia had declared a lockdown some time on the eighteenth of the month,
and goods (primarily fresh food) from the country was immediately stopped.

The panic buying was bad. There were long lines of people in supermarkets
and any other general store, buying up non-perishable foods like canned food,
and extreme amounts of instant noodles. The local news programmes would of-
ten show pictures of people with mountains of instant noodles, or more bizarrely,
toilet paper, in their shopping carts as they were lining up to pay for their goods
at the cashiers. It was not clear who started the rumours of an impending lock
down in Singapore, but it was definitely another large contributing factor to the
sudden interest in stocking things up. It got so bad that the different super-
market companies had started declaring purchase limits on the goods for each
customer just to ensure that everyone who wanted or needed something could
actually purchase some non-zero amount of it.

I had seen this potential issue about a month ago, and had told my mum
to quietly take her time to build up a stash of food good for two to three weeks,
just in case there were disruptions in the transportation of food—she was getting
older and was definitely less able to move large masses of things quickly, and I
was typically busy during the times when she did her marketing, so I could not
directly help her. She agreed with my idea and had been taking her time to build
up the supplies—it was not something special really, since it was our family’s
practice to always have about a week’s worth of non-perishable food lying about
just in case. But the situation was a little more uncertain than usual, and so I
approached it from a rationing perspective, and was following some guidelines
from the Singapore Civil Defence’s guide book on emergency preparedness. The
type of foods that were good for stocking up included the very basic to ensure
that one did not starve to death, which included staples like rice or flour, salt,
sugar, some canned meats, and some canned fruit or vegetables. I did not recall
seeing that it was essential to stock up on toilet paper though—actually I did not
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see anything mentioned about toilet paper.

The toilet paper stocking by Singaporeans was bizarre enough to become a
local Internet meme, where posts and reposts of the various pictures of people
who were stocking up on their toilet paper were captioned with phrases like
“Aiyoh, toilet paper can eat one meh?”, “If got lock down, utilities are still running
what, just wash lah!”, or even “Cannot find fresh vegetables, want to eat toilet
paper for fibre ah?”. I guessed that the whole idea of stocking up on toilet paper
was a rumour that had gone wrong, and where that rumour began, or how it got
spread to the extent it did, was just one of those mysteries that would fade away
into the mists of time as more important things came up to take its place.

The official government guidelines at that point were that masks were not
really necessary and should be used only by those who were feeling unwell,
but that did not stop people from scouring about for masks of all sorts, sterile
surgical, reusable, N95 masks that everyone learnt about due to the annual haze
from the forest fires from Sumatra, or even gas mask type respirator systems—
I suppose it was just a natural reaction from watching what the Chinese and
Taiwanese have been doing to mitigate the COVID-19 situation from the news
reports; it was definitely not something that came out of the play book from
SARS 2002–2004. It naturally caused a shortage, but since this was impactful
to the ability for the health care workers to have enough protective equipment
to fight the crisis, it was quickly managed by the government—information was
being disseminated through the usual means about the official guideline, and
the pointing out that there were national stockpiles that could meet with the
requirements, but needed the right level of prioritisation to ensure that the health
care workers and those who were constitutionally weaker to have priority. The
message did little to quell the demand for masks—it was the public unavailability
that stopped the attempts of panic buying—but it did spur some factories to
retool to make masks to help bolster supplies, and scalpers to sell whatever
stock they had managed to stash away at exorbitant prices. A single disposable
surgical mask used to cost less than five dollars for a box of fifty sky-rocketed
to one hundred dollars for the same box. All in all, the messaging and outcome
had mixed results. But that said, the idea of keeping our distance from each
other to prevent any spread was still something that was being enabled, with
mass gatherings more or less prohibited, but that did not address the immediate
concern regarding the large throng of people trying to get their purchases in at
the supermarket.

Singapore’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs was actively encouraging Singapore-
ans who were overseas to return home. Students who were on overseas intern-
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ship or exchange programmes were getting recalled by their sending university
or college, and theMinistry itself was running at full tilt securing various transport
arrangements to ensure that all Singaporeans who wanted to return to Singapore
before the COVID-19 situation got out of hand could find their way back home.
It was hectic, but did not delve into a situation of chaos. It never did, thanks
to the usual modus operandi of the government when it comes to organising
movements of these sorts—logistics is indeed one of the core strengths of the
efficacy of the government in general.

That said, what that encouragement of overseas Singaporeans to return home
did end up increasing the case count in Singapore quite dramatically as some
of the returnees were bringing back the coronavirus that caused the COVID-19
with them. The jump was from about one hundred cases at the beginning of the
month to nearly a thousand cases at the end of the month.

Near the end of the month, I was working in the office as according to the
plans of the customer’s rules, when my boss came stomping in, his face showing
a level of anger that I had not seen in while. One of my colleagues from the
“carry” team had apparently just sent in some photographs of the on site location,
showing that for the entire contractor specific room, the only people who were
there were him, and another colleague. All the other contractors who shared the
same room as us were not on site at all, seemingly already working off of the
on site premise, as a part of their own mitigation practice against the emerging
national emergency. My boss was fuming—it was unclear if the other contractors
were treated especially well by the customer, or if we were deliberately being
given the shaft. In any case, he ordered my colleagues and I to stop working on
site thereafter and just work from home on the days that we were supposed to
be reporting to the customer on site, and to report to the office otherwise.

I looked at him dead in the eye and confirmed with him his orders—there
had always been a power difference between our company and the customer,
and I just wanted to be sure that it was his rational decision and not something
that was made out of anger. He said yes, and that he was the boss, and that if
there was anything that the customer dared to say, that it would be alright to just
escalate to him. I told him I heard him loud and clear.
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April

The month began innocently. I was working from home from the ninety second
day of the year to the ninety fourth, or the first three week days of the month
before the first weekend. Working from home was something a little different for
sure. For one, I was glad that I had taken the time after I had quit my previous job
to clear up my old under the loft bed study desk and set up some new boltless
storage racks to tidy up what is now “solely” my room (there was still a chest
of drawers and the ironing board that was placed in my room, and a few other
knick-knacks of mine that I had not transferred in). Because it meant that I had
a ready made space that I could convert into some kind of temporary office—I
just needed some space to place my work laptop, a power socket to plug it all in,
and have connectivity to the wireless Internet at home, and I was basically set.
I was already effectively working remotely any way, considering that our source
code repositories resided on servers that were accessible only through the virtual
private network (or VPN), and that by the nature of my team, we had to rely on
instant messaging platforms to communicate. So a change of physical location
did not have that great an impact on the applicability of the work process.

But there were some slight changes though. I found that I would wake up a
little later, and sleep a little later as well since I did not have to wake up earlier
to make it for the commute to the office or even on site, and that at the end of
the work day, I could simply have dinner at home, thus saving money and time
from travelling about.

It was definitely a welcome change after having to travel all over the country
just to get to the various work places to get work done. I wished that I could
work from home more often, instead of the informal working from home times
that I had to pull up because of some headache that caused me to be unable
to wake up early enough to head down to the office or on site that was not bad
enough to warrant the wastage of a sick day.

As the wise always say, one should always be careful of what one wished for.
Because the worst thing that can happen was that one would get exactly what
one would wish for.

39
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On the third day of the month, the prime minister made an unscheduled tele-
vision broadcast. The gist of themessage that he conveyed in that broadcast was
that the situation of COVID-19 in Singapore had become more unpredictable,
because there was an increasing number of cases that did not seem to have
any links with any of the other known cases, and increasingly large clusters of
infections, which suggested that the virus itself was starting to become more
entrenched, which could lead to uncontrollable numbers if the opportunities for
it to spread within the community were allowed to continue. While the National
Centre for Infectious Disease was well equipped to handle the emerging situ-
ation, it would fast outstrip the capacity should the transmission rates not be
nipped in the bud. And because of all those factors, a national level “circuit
breaker” was declared for a month, effective from the fourth of the month (that
Saturday onwards).

“Circuit breaker” was an interestingly conceived name for the action that was
being taken. On the one hand, it meant the breaking of the infection circuit
as people who were asymptomatic to the disease were kept out of circulation
from the rest of the population, thus reducing the spread of the disease to
otherwise healthy (and potentially high risk) individuals. On the other hand, the
rules that accompanied the “circuit breaker” were no different from the concept
of a lock down—everyone was expected to stay at home, with only one person
being permitted to leave the house to purchase essentials. Those that could work
from home would be allowed to do so, while those in jobs that was impossible to
work from home would stay at home for the month if their jobs were deemed as
non-essential services—anything that did not involve the immediate provision of
food or health care support. Schools were to transition into home based learning,
where classes were to be conducted over the Internet using video conferencing
tools. Any form of gatherings were naturally disallowed, and anyone who was
going out of the house was no longer discouraged to wear masks—in fact, in
a later enhancement to the circuit breaker, the wearing of masks was made
mandatory on penalty of a fine and prosecution.

And so, I got what I wanted. I was getting an opportunity to work from home
for a whole solid month. My girlfriend was working in retail that did not involve
some kind of food nor beverage, and was thus considered to be in a non-essential
industry—she ended up having to just stay shut in her rental apartment for the
month. We still talked over the various instant message systems in the evenings
that I could spare after work—it turned out that working from home some times
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meant that people would be under the impression that one was more available
than the usual office hours, and would often send in requests for information or
things that need to be resolved outside of office hours itself.

Needless to say, I was in a low spot.
Actually, I had already been in a low spot for quite a while. As mentioned

before, the customer that we were working for was very demanding, with an
initially overly aggressive timeline that blew up and claimed Lucien. While he
had managed to get it toned down to something more reasonable, the team was
still not out of the woods—the negotiated schedule was still fairly aggressive,
but at least it was something that had a chance of being in the realm of being
achievable, if we added nearly seven times more resources to the project, with
over times here and there to be done by different people as and when it became
necessary. There was little down time for all, but we still managed the best we
could.

But there are times when the customer would be more demanding than usual.
Their work flow was still not completely stabilised, and each time we built a
version of the discussed work flow for them was just a new opportunity for them
to re-examine their explained work flow and to provide more “improvements”.
They were not systems people—they were clearly most vested in achieving the
outcomes of the tasks that the web application we were building for them that
was supposed to help achieve—but they would never seem to hesitate to start
tossing in random changes and suggestions that they would claim to be “really
easy” and get confused (real or otherwise) when patiently explained why that
was not possible, or how that was not what was negotiated, or that how that
suggestion would not actually achieve whatever they thought it would achieve. I
was not part of that work (thankfully), but together with the rest of the team, we
would bear a lot of the brunt of these kinds of nonsense.

It was a thankless and gruelling task.
I slowly could not tell the difference between day and night—I found myself

working the moment I metaphorically rolled out of bed, and before I turned in
for the night from pure exhaustion. That had gone on for a few months, really,
and the circuit breaker just made it worse because of the seemingly lack of
understanding by many people the need for the separation between work time
and not work time.

My girlfriend had been upset at these things for a while now—I would always
find time to meet up with her for dinner at the end of the day, but there were
just some days where I would go dine with her but was really out of it. I had
ranted to her about the whole situation just before the circuit breaker hit, and I
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felt really bad that it was the last thing that I had said to her before we could
not see each other physically. Time was a precious commodity to ensure that I
could get adequate rest so that I could keep on running on the next day.

Rehearsals with mymusical group had been stopped for nearly a month now—
the community club that hosted my group had thrown down the order for the
cessation of activities some time in the previous month. I had been keeping
myself occupied on my musical instrument by taking my lunch hours during
the work from home period to just play etudes to ensure that my skills did not
degrade toomuch from the inactivity. It helped a little in keepingme from feeling
overly stressed, but there was only that much it could do. I knew that I was slowly
going crazy, but the knowledge that the circuit breaker was only for a month
meant that there was going to be a light at the end of the tunnel—all that was
needed was the fortitude to keep it together till then.

My girlfriend and I were always writing letters to each other. It was just a
thing that we did when we started off in the long distance relationship, and it
was something that we continued when we were both in Singapore. We saw
each other on most days already, but we kept up with the letter writing because
there was just something different and special about it. It allowed a more careful
pondering and laying out of more complex thoughts that daily conversations did
not seem to easily capture, and served as a kind of nice permanent record of
shared thoughts. Some might call me a romantic, but I just liked the idea that
someone I love would exchange correspondence with me like that. Email would
never do, because something about its non-handwritten nature gave it the type of
clinical touch that was less endearing and more foreboding. Instant messaging
worked at getting thoughts flowing and discussions going, but it was hard to have
something in-depth, by virtue of the fact that no one really wants to read, and
let alone type, a multi paragraph essay in an instant messaging platform, where
the space was limited and limiting, any new messages that came in would push
the old messages away, and that the real-time nature of it meant that the longer
one spent in typing out the essay, the more anxiety it would generate among the
recipients because long messages via instant messaging were almost always a
sign of something really serious that was coming in.

It was roughly the time for my girlfriend to send her reply to my last letter,
which was regrettably a further elaboration of the rant that I had given her that
last time we met physically. It chronicled my frustrations, my fears, my worries,
and the feelings that I had in it all. I did not usually keep track of when her letters
come by—I knew that they would come when they ought to, and it was often quite
fast when it happened—but I started having foreboding feelings when she started
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asking me if her letter had arrived, and that I should give her a call when it did,
and before I read it.

I should have trusted my intuition. I really should have trusted my intuition.
Perhaps if I had done so, I would not have felt what I did when the event of that
feeling came about.

It was one hundred and ninth day of the year, or the eighteenth of the month.
The letter that she had been alluding to had arrived. I received it in the mail,
and I took a picture of it and sent it to her over instant messenger. She told
me to call her. Already a weird feeling was forming within me that I did not fully
recognise. I called her. She talked to me, and said that when she was writing
the letter, she was doing so in great sadness, which I misheard as gladness. She
said she wanted me to know what she was feeling when she was writing the letter,
and told me to read it with that in mind. I replied okay, still thinking that I had
heard her say “gladness” and wondering what it was all about. We hung up.

At that point, all the alarm bells that could be ringing were ringing within me. I
opened up the envelope, and pulled out the letter within. I decided to look at the
last paragraph of the last of two pages, confirming within seconds the thought
that had hit me just a moment before.

“What I want to say is, I am breaking up with you.”
That blow hit me deep in the chest hard. All I could say to myself was “no, no,

no, this cannot be happening. . . ”. How could this be? Why would this suddenly
happen? Was she not here in Singapore so that we could be on our next phase
in life where we would be making our way towards marriage and settling down,
purchasing our own flat, and then having our own children and living out life
together? What was going on? Why would she suddenly throw this at me? Was it
because the last letter that I wrote had overdone the ranting to the point where
it sounded like I was in a position of complete helplessness and that pushed her
off the edge because I could give her no security?

Just what was going on?
I breathed deeply a couple of times to steady my heart rate and prepare

myself more mentally so that I could start from the beginning and perhaps learn
to understand why the conclusion was the way it was. It was also then that I
realised that she had really said that she was writing it in great sadness and
not great gladness—perhaps the mishearing was just my mind’s way of trying
to protect me against from what it already knew unconsciously so as to soften
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the blow. But the damage was done, it was already written. I opened up the
three-folded paper and flipped it back to the first page and started reading from
there.

She started somewhat meanderingly, talking about various things about the
past, but quickly developed to the point of sudden realisation that I, as a non-
believer, could not worship with her ever, and that realisation hit her so hard that
she just realised the sheer forlornness that gave her. She said that she did not
want to attribute blame to any one about how it all turned out, but she apologised
for initially giving me the wrong impression when she answered that she was
okay with the fact that I was a non-believer all those years back when I first
asked her about it before we even started to date each other seriously, knowing
even then the concept of the “uneven yoke” that made some of the more strong
believers not even entertaining the thought of associating with non-believers in
such matters as matrimony. It was during the social isolation that stemmed from
the circuit breaker that gave her the quiet time that she needed to do reflection
and meditation with God to slowly realise the great error that she had made
in going out with me, and that great error was visceral enough to her that she
felt that she had to end the sinful relationship immediately. She did not care
about how I felt, she did not even care about how she felt—all she wanted to
do was to make it right with God first, because she had trespassed Him with
her sinful ways. She developed her thoughts along the lines of not being able to
worship with me, and that she felt bad that she had not been truthful to herself
for basically keeping an integral part of her life (the church) from me, and that
her life trajectory and mine were splitting up, and because of all that, she was
breaking up with me.

To say that I was devastated was a severe understatement, as clichéd as it
sounded—this was a woman whom I had made the conscientious effort to reach
out in the beginning, asking the clarifying questions that I knew to ask and had
the right answers to before proceeding, and having proceeded with nearly five
years of my life with trying to build a relationship with her so as to, one day, be
man and wife with her to raise our own family. I was so completely repudiated,
even hated that I was excised in such an unceremonious manner, without even
having a chance to even say anything.

I pinged her over instant messaging. I said I read the letter. She said she was
sorry that it had to be done that way, and that perhaps in the future I would look
back and understand. I reflected my frustration at the suddenness of it all, and
how it was done at a time where there was literally nothing that I could do. She
was as cool as she could be in her replies over the instant messages, because I
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was already shut out. I did not realise that until much later looking back on the
messages as they stood, with time as my hardened armour to prevent the direct
assault on my senses. I protested that it was a rather unfair assessment of the
situation, considering that I was no longer the same person I was before for all
the reasons that were coming, but as any idiot would know, it was probably too
little too late.

I ended that conversation with her that day, frustrated, saddened, and com-
pletely, utterly downtrodden. There were fewer lower moments than what I was
feeling then.

I ugly cried. There was no one else to ugly cry to, and so I ugly cried to my
mom, who lent me a listening ear. I had rarely talked to my mother about my
issues—I have always felt that it was better that I learnt to deal with my own
issues instead of running towards my mother each time I ran into one of those, a
character trait that I had learnt from way back when I was ten years old—but this
time, with the circuit breaker in action, my friends basically isolated from me, my
best friend basically stabbing me deep in my heart like this, there was only one
person in the world that is left that I could really trust, and it was my mother. She
listened to me as much as she could, offering words of comfort the way mothers
always do. She said that my now ex-girlfriend was really vicious for doing this to
me, and she told me to not let it get to me too much—better to focus on work
for the moment and slowly let everything else work themselves out, instead of
trying to figure out what was going on like that. She told me to not think about
my ex-girlfriend for now, and to just try to find my way back again.

It was a long ugly crying episode for me. The last time that I had ugly cried
like this was also when I had a bad break up like that. Things were sort of different
yet sort of the same between then and now. But a break up was always a break
up—it was never something that was comfortable to bear. It was the equivalent
of the rending of a single heart that was carefully and lovingly put together in
twain through the actions of usually one. I went back into my study and closed
the door, and ugly cried some more. What else was it that I could do other than
to ugly cry?

I started to think about what I saw as an immediate concern. I was a non-
believer, and it was a roadblock, right? So I started to critically examine my
resistances against being a believer in Jesus Christ and God. The reality was, I
never really had a beef with God—I think God is awesome and that He is right,
but I always had problems with many of the people who claim to be believing
and following him. Some of the things that they spouted made little sense
whatsoever, and would make me roll my eyes on a good day. And some of the
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more zealous ones would proselytise to me overtly, which was honest even if I
did not agree with them, but there were a small number that proselytise to me in
deceit. I remembered being conned into attending an Alpha course programme
by someone I barely knew by saying that he was having a party with a few people,
and that there was free food, and could meet up with some new friends. It turned
out to be a new Christian introduction programme, and the “new friends” were
other people whom he did not personally know, as they were also people who
were new and wanted to learn about what Christianity was all about at the Alpha
course.

In all my years, there were only two Christian folks that I knew well who did
not try any of these funny things on me. One was my now ex-girlfriend, and the
other, was Lucien. So there were some people who believed in and followed God
and Jesus Christ that was not obnoxious, so I knew that there could be a way out
of the whole issue that I had with enough of God’s human representatives. Then
I started thinking about other possible roadblocks to myself.

I did not really have a sense of what happened after I died—to put it into
pragmatic terms, my knowledge of what happened to me after the molecular
arrangement that made up me was devoid of the arrangement that would term
me as being “alive” was non-existent, which meant to me that at the end of my
death, I knew of nothing ahead. So I had nothing after this life, and by having
nothing after this life, there was literally nothing standing in the way of a belief
system that could shed light on what happened after I died, whether or not it
was provable using the scientific method (it was not provable using the scientific
method—if it were, I would probably have known about it by then and would not
have to worry about it as an issue of faith). So that solved the roadblock of a
conflict of understanding of what happened after death.

The other thing that I was reflecting upon was how those who believed in
God and Jesus Christ (at least, the true ones and not the phony ones who were
somehow trying to extract some kind of corporeal world benefit from being
associated with God) seemed to have a certain sense of peace of mind, nomatter
how hectic their lives were. It seemed that their inner peace came about from
knowing despite all the uncertainty and chaos that surrounded them, there was
some kind of order and some kind of guarantees that were made on their lives
that gave them the boldness to carry on doing the right things that they were
doing with no fear whatsoever—that kind of courage in the face of absolutely
nonsensical real world situations was something that I was envious about. I had
often wondered, what was it that gave them that kind of confidence to carry about
in the world that they do? I would not mind having what they were having at that
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point in my life—remember that everything was running pretty much topsy-turvy
in my life all throughout that point. Work was getting unbearable, and the COVID-
19 situation was creating this negative space surrounding everyone, removing all
the traditional coping mechanisms that one (or I specifically) would have, like
going out to run, or asking out a few close friends to just talk things through over
beers, or even to go on a long cycle to see the scenery and just open up myself.

But then I realised something. I was already having some of the types of
benefits that they were having—in all my life, at the most critical juncture where
a single action could cause the massive change of the outcome, certain events
would happen in such ways that would align themselves in ways that would help
me out. I would miraculously meet people who could and would help me, be in
situations where I was just in the right place at the right time to reap the benefits.
In other words, God was already in my life without my realisation, and it was time
to give Him his dues and to acknowledge His presence.

In short, when my girlfriend broke up with me over her faith journey with God,
it triggered off my own faith journey with God too.
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May

The circuit breaker was supposed to end on the first Monday of the month; but it
was not meant to be. The government of Singapore had done a more thorough
review of the case numbers that were being reported and discovered that the
unknown number of COVID-19 cases was larger than was expected. With that
discovery, it meant that there was a need to tighten the restrictions that were
imposed through the circuit breaker more to ensure that the knock on effects
were tightly reigned in. By that point, there were definitely fewer cases that were
imported from incoming travellers, but there was a sharp rise in the number of
cases that were appearing among the migrant worker community. The migrant
workers worked physically demanding jobs like in the construction industry, and
more importantly, were mostly staying in high density worker dormitories, which
made any latent infection of the COVID-19 virus have great avenues to spread
about. It was a horrifying leap in the total case count during this entire period as
the authorities were scrambling together the necessary logistics and rules that
could help stymie the exponential growth of the virus infection.

The good news was that the migrant workers in the dormitories tended to
be young and very physically fit from the nature of their jobs—this meant that
they were hardly the demographic that would suffer disproportionately from the
COVID-19 virus. The bad news was that because of their high density dormitory
housing, it was almost impossible to safely isolate anyone who was suspected of
being infected. With that in mind, the circuit breaker was further extended to the
beginning of June, with more less than completely essential service industries
being forced to close down for the additional month. The construction industry
suffered a similar fate too as the government issued a general stop work order
for all work sites to ensure that all the workers who would be on site doing the
building would be confined to their quarters in the dormitory, where they would
at least be isolated from close contact with the local populace, thus reducing the
spread of cases among the community, and limiting any spread of COVID-19 to
among those who lived in the same dormitory.

It was tough for all these workers. They never did have the intention of
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settling down in Singapore as their home—most of them just wanted to come in,
work hard to make their money, and then go home with a windfall thanks to the
arbitrage from the differing currency strengths. But being confined to quarters
for another month meant that they were not likely to be paid for any job, simply
because they were not working. The government offered some kind of financial
support for the companies that were badly affected by this stop work order, but it
only alleviated part of the problem. The other part of the problem was the general
restlessness that permeated throughout a dormitory that was designed from the
get go to be a place where one stopped to rest briefly before once again heading
out to work on site. It meant that facilities that were present at the workers’
dormitories were as minimalist as it could be without running afoul of any laws—
if there had been some of recreation facility within the dormitories, they were
far and few, and more importantly during the circuit breaker period, could not be
accessed even due to the increased risk of causing spikes in infection counts.

The plight of the migrant workers did not go unheeded by the public though.
Once the media caught wind of the dire situation that was being faced by these
workers who were forced to stay indoors and not work, while waiting out the
various isolation periods, they did a thorough but quick investigative story and
showed it during prime time. It spurred a lot of the Singaporeans to action—they
started organising and creating care packs that contained hand sanitiser and
face masks for the workers, while some volunteered to drive the supplies to the
various workers’ dormitories for distribution. A few even created some nascent
social network groups to provide prompt translation of the latest government
policy regarding the circuit breaker and general COVID-19 procedures into the
workers’ native language to ensure that they were always provided with the right
and the most up to date information.

There was also a mild outcry from a minority of the public about how the
dormitory operators were allowed to run their dormitories to such levels of
crampness that made it the hot bed for COVID-19 spreading without incurring the
wrath of the Ministry of Manpower. Certain choice words were traded between
various members of the public and the minister for manpower as well, but in the
end, no true conclusion of the matter was come to.

On the local community front, all the wet markets had been cordoned off to
restrict entry only through the single entrance/exit to ensure that it was possible
to track who it was who had entered/left the market. It created no small amount
of inconvenience to a lot of people—the key strength of the wet market was its
ease of access and its generally open shopping form factor, since it meant that
there was rarely a single bottle neck that would negatively affect someone’s day.
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But the cordon undid all the design decisions for that, and everyone was forced
to enter/leave through that single entrance.

It was also at this time that the government’s infocomm technology devel-
opment arm came up with a smartphone app called “SafeEntry” that was to be
used in conjunction with location specific QR codes to automate the checking
in and checking out of a location process so as to generate useful time-stamped
information that could be used to assist in the contact tracing process on the
discovery of an infection cluster. There was another smartphone app that was
heavily promoted called “TraceTogether” that made use of the device’s Bluetooth
capabilities to maintain historical “ping” lists of other such Bluetooth enabled
“TraceTogether” apps that were in close enough proximity. The purpose of such
a set up was to make it easier to find all those who were “guilty by associa-
tion” should any of the persons who had used “SafeEntry” be identified as being
infected with COVID-19.

Many people did not like the two tools. The permissions requested by
the TraceTogether app seemed to really like location data from the GPS, and
the effectiveness of the app was only guaranteed when it was allowed to run
in the background, which drained a lot of power. The infocomm technology
development arm explained that while location permission was requested, they
were not actually making use of the GPS and it was a quirk of permission model
of the smartphone to use “location” permission for handling requests on the use
of BlueTooth. As for the SafeEntry program, most peoplee just complied in its use
since it was just a straightforward check in and check out system with no extra
permissions requested. All in all, it was just going to be a long slog through the
extended circuit breaker.

No one could truly appreciate how bad the slog was truly going to be.

John 20:30–31:

30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples,
which are not written in this book; 31 but these are written so that
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by
believing you may have life in his name.

I had convinced myself then that there were many reasons why I should
acknowledge God and believe in Him—after all, He had believed in me, and that
was why I was where I was, and will be where I will be. But the way towards God
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was not through my ex-girlfriend—she had told me flatly that she did not think
that she was the right person who could guide me through my faith journey. I
thought of Lucien, and contacted him, telling him about the situation and how
I was just so lost from the break up, and thought heavily about what Jesus and
God meant to me, and was interested in learning more. He was a true friend, and
reassured me the best that he could, saying that he had some work sheets that
he and I could study together to see if there was something truly in the belief of
Jesus Christ that I was identifying with.

And so began my bible studies with Lucien over the month.
The work sheet that we started on focused on the gospel of John as a way of

exploring the nature of God, Jesus, and the core tenets of what made a Christian
a Christian.

John 1:1–5:

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were
made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was
made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5 The light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

It was a familiar refrain that I had heard before in a game, “The Talos
Principle”, when one moved one’s avatar far out enough into the outer reaches
of the boundaries of the play area in the game. I did not know then it was these
set of famous verses from the Bible, specifically John 1:1–5. To me, those lines as
read by the voice actor for the game always had a certain sense of awe that was
within them. Part of the reason was from the deep and resonating voice of the
voice actor himself, but the other part of the reason was just how powerful those
words were when they were combined in the way they did. There was a literary
sense of build up that emphasised itself ever so strongly. “1 In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” had such a
strong build up in it that defied common understanding; just from the first verse
alone, it was starting to get really clear to me that I was about to embark on a
pilgrimage to under the nature of the single most power entity that made the
universe.

I had talked to another old friend of mine before who was a Christian and
a bona fide scientist. I had asked him, how was it that he could resolve the
supposed conflict between being a Christian who believed the inerrancy of the
Bible, and that of being a scientist, where one was always trying to come up
with new ways of probing the universe to learn of the hidden rules that were
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governing the universe that no one, least of all God, had explicitly explained it
out, since many of those who claim the inerrancy of the Bible were also those
who repudiated the mechanisms of evolution and other scientific hypotheses
that ran contrary to what they had interpreted out of the Bible itself. He told me
that the bible was indeed inerrant, but it was to be taken literally in the sense that
the words ought not be twisted out of their context. Much of the text within was
allegorical and metaphorical in nature, and that it was important to let the Bible
be the guide for moral questions and issues on human nature, but not let the
Bible be the guide for things that science could already handle on its own, and
that dinosaurs are awesome and have enough sound evidence and explanation
to promulgate the best knowledge that we had of the material world.

It sounded reasonable to me; it was one less stumbling block to think about
for sure. I could live with that. God was all right for sure, but when it was time to
share or convince an idea with another person, it is just as important to find the
correct language and method that everyone agreed on before the attempt was
made.

I was filled with zeal for the study of the gospel of John as guided by the
work sheet. There was just something about the gospel itself that made itself
very compelling to me. Pragmatically in some ways, it served as a kind of self-
stabilising distraction from the craziness that was happening through the daily
grind. At this point, I had already been working from home for nearly a month,
and the sheer tedium from the isolation and the amount of work that was involved
was starting to get to me. My diet progress was definitely still going along,
getting to the lowest body mass that I had been in years, and I made it a point
to spend my lunch hours carefully so as to reduce the amount of acedia that I
was accumulating from the lack of normal coping mechanisms.

The gospel of John told an eye witness account of the story of Jesus Christ,
from just before his birth (the coming of John the baptist, a different John from
the gospel writer), his birth, and the things that he did, before his final death
at the hands of the people, and apparent resurrection. The key concept behind
the work sheets was to explore who Jesus Christ was—was he a real person, was
he God, was he telling the truth, or was he just a lying deranged maniac that
somehow managed to mass hypnotise many people to follow his ways? Lucien
was patient with me during the path of study—we met once a week in the evening
after the work hours for the day were done over a video conferencing software
and had discussions about the verses that were being referenced to answer some
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of these fundamental questions that governed what Christianity was. Apart from
the work sheets, Lucien also gave me more background about the Bible itself,
talking about the four different gospels of the New Testament (Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John), and the differences in the presentation of the same set of events
among them (Matthew was writing with the aim of converting the Jews; Mark was
targeting a more non-Jewish audience, as was Luke, though the latter was writing
in a style more like a letter to a friend while the former was writing it in an action-
packed manner; and John was focused on the diety of Jesus and his biography,
which made it an apt introduction to the core tenets of the Christian faith).

Part of the conversation itself was also involving the concept of death, and
Lucien tried to explain what “death” meant in the Christian context, pointing
out the at times awkward re-interpretations of what happened at death as done
by other denominations of the Christian faith that relied on more than just the
Bible for their source of teachings. “Death” did not mean the bodily death of a
person—it was referring to the stronger and more abstract concept of “spiritual
death”, or to put in a way, the state where the God turns His face away from
the soul. In many ways, God is merciful to all of His creation—He created the
universe, and more importantly, the sun, earth, and moon, among other things,
for all of mankind to enjoy, believers or otherwise. So as we walk upon the earth
as the mortal beings we are, God has ensured that we could live out our lives
whether or not we were believers.

To have God turn His face away from one is probably the most terrible thing
to think about. I do not believe that there is any way of describing this state
adequately using mere words—Lucien pointed out that it was the most terrible
thing that one could be in, and it was not like the brimstone and fire setting
that Dante Alighieri described in his work “Inferno”. I thought about what
Lucien had said, and thought quite often about it. It was indeed a hard thing
to characterise—it was the classic situation of how to characterise the absence
of all using a language that was designed to handle only positive affirmations?
The clumsiest possible way to describe the absence of all was to list down
the components that made up the “all”, but even then, the description would
necessarily be incomplete.

I was less worried about the state of God turning His face away from me and
more worried about why I was even living in the first place. Yes, it was terrifying,
and it was likely to be pure hubris that I could even make a comment that I did
not care then that I would be incurring the wrath of God in the end days were I
not a believer. But I knew that I was going to be a believer, so that outcome was
going to be stymied. I was just interested to figure out why it was that I was alive
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in this time and age, facing the things that I was facing, undergoing the pain and
struggles that I was from the perspective of my now failed relationship with my
ex-girlfriend, and my ever increasingly messy work. So many things made sense
at the same time that they did not make sense, and I found myself riding high on
jubilation over the smallest of victories as I was beaten down repeatedly from the
long struggles of the grind, and the never ending stream of seemingly haphazard
changes that were thrown carelessly at the team by the customer. Those who
were believers, I had seen a certain sense of peace in the way they navigated
the world—they too were like me, in that they had their struggles and moments
of despair, but they were never stuck in it for long, almost eventually they would
bounce back with a fervour and zeal that was nothing short of miraculous, as
though they had known something that I did not.

And in a way, they did know something that I did not know then. It was the
cosmic pay off in the end that mattered the most to them.

This world was just a pass through—the final world that their souls would be
in was to be in fellowship with God Himself, the whole triune nature of God in the
form of the Son, the Father, and the Holy Spirit. God is not transactional—he does
not come when beckoned for help, and leaves when one is seemingly “done with
the request”. He is always there, always with one, always interested in one’s life
and life path. He sees all, He knows all, and He moves the world, and the people
in it to further aims and goals that only He knows that He has shared fleetingly
with us through His inerrant word in the form of the Bible. Yes, the Bible may
be physically written by human hands, translated from the oldest versions over
the past thousands of years by thousands of ppeople, but its essence has never
changed. There has been fewer man-made contrivances that can even rival the
longevity and consistency of that of the Bible, and that alone can be seen as a
miracle that hints of its otherworldly nature.

As I walked through the work sheet with Lucien, I started to discover what it
was that I found so intriguing to being a Christian that drew me towards it (John
6:44: “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I
will raise him up on the last day.”). It was the knowledge that out there, there was
a supreme being that wanted a relational association with me, a supreme being
that was eternal, eternally faithful, and has my best interests in mind, a level of
closeness that cannot be rivalled by the imperfections of human relationships.
Part of why I was feeling so down after the break up from the last month was this
sense of sudden loss of connection—my ex girlfriend had not talked about any
of those thoughts that she was harbouring in her mind in a truthful and complete
way with me, and just jumped to an abrupt decision like that, leaving me in the
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lurch and wildly confused at just what happened. That stab in the heart was
just unbearable, and I was looking back ever so often just thinking about what
had happened there over the many years that we had together. It was a good
experience, mind you, but the way it ended was just. . . unbelievable. I knew she
said that it was God who inspired her to end it the way she did, I respected that,
but part of me was just not satisfied with the outcome and the manner in which
it was achieved. I told her that we ought to meet up again, in person, after the
circuit breaker was over, just so that we could talk things out more clearly to
better understand each other. It was not that I did not accept her decision—I
had, in some sense—but that I wanted something that was the equivalent of a
closure, as one of my old friends was telling me when I broke the news to her.

She told me to take the time to grieve. I asked her what it was I was grieving
for. She said that I was grieving for the future that did not materialise, the plans
that were shattered, the life that I thought I was heading towards that was closed
off, possibly forever. She agreed that I should meet up with my ex girlfriend in
person at some point to obtain the closure that I obviously needed, after having
dumped like a sack of potatoes like that.

The God of the Christians was that of a relational God—He was one who was
deeply interested in one’s life, always there, never far off. That was something
that I was rather surprised to learn—I had always thought of God as one who was
more aloof, that He was all-powerful and out there, and therefore did not really
worry much about the specifics of His creation to the point of being personally
available. Lucien gently corrected my misconception through the work sheets,
pointing out that part of the deal of Jesus Christ was to be the final high priest,
interceding directly on our behalf through our direct connection to him, instead
of relying on an earthly human priest to communicate with God. And since Jesus
Christ himself was part of the triune God, it was also the case that prayers through
Jesus Christ were prayers to God Himself as well. So instead of acknowledging
a far off supreme Creator that was at best aloof about things and at worst
more malevolent at our level of understanding than true evil (there could be an
ultimate good that is being achieved in the end that we do not understand at our
time scale), Christians have access to a God who was their Heavenly Father, a
someone (not a some thing) who was always looking out for their best interests,
someone who was generous in grace, but also firm on correcting errorneous
behaviour (i.e. sin).

Lucien also shared with me that the concept of sin was in many ways, quite
straightforward to explain, something that I found intriguing, mostly because lots
of what I had seen and read about for sin was very confusing—there seemed to
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be long lists of them, and they seemed rather arbitrary as well. Lucien pointed
out that the biggest sin of all was that of the disbelief/disobedience in God, and
all the other sins stemmed from that biggest sin from the get-go. Disbelieving in
God was a sin because it was going against the reason of mankind’s existence—
the purpose of mankind’s existence is to glorify God; that is the reason of why we
are living. Thus, to disbelieve in God is to not give God the glory that He is due,
and is something that God does not like, and it was written in many places in the
Bible about this, even from the greatest of heroes in the Bibles to the humblest
of peoples in the dramatis personae. It was from this primary cause that all the
other sins would flow from it, because the first step of disobedience of God’s
ordinances was to not even acknowledge that He was there.

It was an eye opener. The days that I was experiencing through the extended
circuit breaker were no different from the days that I had experienced before,
but there seemed to be a new perspective that I was starting to see. Thus the
fifth month of the year passed quickly and quietly without my realisation.
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The sixth month of the year arrived with little to no fanfare. The circuit breaker
itself had finally reached its first relaxation milestone at the beginning of the
month. The build up to the anticipation for the so-called “safe transition” phase
(or more often referred to by its more prosaic name, “Phase Two”) seethed
beneath the surface with a lacklustre demonstration of enthusiasm, mostly
because there was little to no external feedback loop that one could rely on to
gauge the sentiments on the street, with everyone still stuck at home as much
as it was possible.

The number of cases to be found in the dormitories were still as large
as before, and seemed to have edged away from the peak from the previous
month. Massive testing regimes had been set up among the migrant workers
in the dormitories to reduce the likelihood that any asymptomatic latent cases
were present and spreading within the groups of workers in quarantine that
were deemed to be “clear”. The larger workers’ dormitories had underwent a
thorough disinfection and cleaning when all those who used to live in them were
transported to other holding areas/previously disinfected dormitories to ensure
that the COVID-19 virus was not lurking about waiting to re-infect. But there
was never a guarantee that such measures were one hundred percent fool proof,
considering the sheer number of people who lived in such dormitories, and the
sheer number of interactions that they would be having with each other at such a
place where total movement control as mandated by the current anti-COVID-19
regime was not a part of the original design specifications. And because of that,
there had been some cases of originally cleared dormitories having a rebound
set of infection cases again. But overall, things were still under control.

The knock on effects on the businesses that hired and used these workers
were starting to kick in, and many were starting to suffer badly. The government,
in a bid to help businesses stay in business while waiting for the eventual easing
of the rules that would re-enable businesses, withdrew money from the nation’s
reserves to create various stimulus packages to help businesses survive the
moment. The citizenry, as a whole, was also provided with small amounts of
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money from the same series of stimulus packages to help ease the cashflow
problems from potentially not having an income due to work stoppages.

The number of community cases within Singapore itself was also abating,
with daily numbers falling to less than twenty five on most days, and dropping.
The overall case numbers were still high due to the workers’ dormitories situa-
tion, and the number of new deaths from COVID-19 increased by only two by the
month’s end, as compared to eight for the previous month.

It was definitely clear that Singapore had, for the most part, taken good
control of the COVID-19 situation.

The Phase Two rules had been released in the previous month. It was a grad-
ual easing to a re-opening while still maintaining as much physical distancing
and isolation as it was still practicable. Two main components were a part of the
Phase Two rules—ease of contact tracing to quickly isolate any new infections
and associated infection clusters, and to maintain good physical distancing to
reduce the likelihood of transmission.

New infrastructure was deployed from the government’s infocomm technol-
ogy development arm to enhance and broaden the use of the SafeEntry system.
Instead of using a smartphone app, one was allowed to either use the updated
QR code to reach the SafeEntry web portal where the contact information could
be entered, or one could approach the person manning the temperature scan-
ning systems to scan the bar code available on one’s national registration identity
card to update the tracking system. TraceTogether itself was quietly side lined—
it was still highly recommended to have the app installed, but it seemed that
there were some serious efforts to look into the problems that were highlighted,
among which a solution was to make a stand alone physical token that had all
the same functionalities of TraceTogether, but running on dedicated hardware
that was not connected to anything, smartphone or Internet.

A few more non-essential industries were allowed to re-open, but with en-
hanced rules being put in place. They had to keep a register of their visitors
complete with temperatures taken, everyone had to maintain a minimum of one
metre distance between each other, and at no point should a group of more than
five people be allowed to gather at the same place, on pain of yet more penal-
ties. As for the food places, they had to reduce the total seating capacity so
as to ensure adequate distance between the tables, and even then, the tables
themselves had to have alternate seats marked off as being not available just to
ensure that the minimum distance rules were well followed.

Mask wearing in public was now mandatory on pain of penalties. To help
reduce the near rout that happened earlier when everyone was scrounging
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around to stockpile on the suddenly valuable commodity, one of the government
linked companies sponsored two reusable masks per citizen that could be
collected from the nearby Residents’ Corners or Community Clubs. It was
definitely a great way to ensure compliance—it was free for goodness sake—and
was, I think, one of the reasons why the control measures were more effective
than other countries that had tried variations of the same.

All in all, the rules and new infrastructure that was put in place was to be
expected. It was the bare minimum that needed to be done to ensure that
there was a way for businesses to stay alive during this period. The few times
when the rules were not respected were swiftly made examples of, with the mass
media loudly touting the fines and other penalties that had been imposed on the
infringers. Additional “safe distance ambassadors” or enforcement officers were
also hired and made to patrol at the places that were commonly frequented by
people and businesses where the rules are most likely to be flouted.

After nearly two months of isolation, the island state had finally some kind of
social reprieve.

I was still working from home, even after the start of Phase Two. There
were two practical reasons why—the Phase Two rules had strongly indicated that
companies who had workers who could work from home ought to be allowed
to continue with that arrangement to ensure that physical distancing measures
could bemaximised in their efficacy; if everyone were to report back to the office,
then the infamous crowds of yesteryear from the commute before and after work
would jeopardise any remaining handling capacity by the offices and food places
that still had to respect the rest of the Phase Two physical distancing rules.

The second practical reason was that there was simply no table space for me
back in the office to return to. The originally assigned space for me in the office
had been absorbed by colleagues who could not work from home, and had to
spread out due to the extra distancing requirements. There was no immediate
negative impact for me, considering that the work processes for what I was doing
was already done remotely. That said, I did, however, negotiate for weekly one
day return to the office on Mondays as a way to overcome the increasingly stifling
isolation from sitting at home all day long—it was a good excuse to get out of
the house and do something productive, as opposed to attempting to get out of
the house to do something more recreational, which, while the Phase Two rules
did not prohibit, was still a sketchy proposition considering that many people
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would have the same thoughts about it as I did, causing a larger number of
people to congregate outside, often with masks lowered because of the physical
exertions often involved in recreational brisk walking, running, or even cycling.
That lowering of the mask while doing sports like stuff was permitted; I suppose
they had figured out that it was hard to be doing anything strenuous if the airflow
were restricted by some fabric. At least there was a good reason behind this—in
the United States, there had been a sizeable number of people who, for whatever
reason, decided that wearing masks and not doing anything vigorous was going
to cause them to not have enough oxygen, and because of that, also decided
that they would not be wearing the said masks. If that reasoning had stopped
there, it would have been fine, but they were making a big fuss as they are wont,
and went on large demonstrations with other like minded people.

Needless to say, there were many new infection clusters that stemmed from
that.

Work-wise for me in June was a fog. There were two or three large compo-
nents in it, of which the only one that was more out of the ordinary was the time
spent in studying for a certification that was needed for one of the tenders that
my company was going for. It was a weird situation—the orders to get the certi-
fication came nearly a month and a half ago, and the circumstances in which it
came to me were also as weird. There was a system that the customer was using
to manage their content, and among the few hundred clauses in their tender re-
quirements was a single line that stated that the answerer for the call for tender
had to have at least one developer that was certified for that piece of content
management software.

That was it. A single line. There was no other context before and after to
describe what “certified” meant in that case—some research had been done,
and there were at least three different certifications, all from the same content
management service provider, that could reasonably fufil that requirement. The
other weird thing was that the orders to get certified in that came just as out of
the blue, with a really really tight deadline to meet. Another colleague was also
ordered to get the certification, so that the company did not put all their eggs in
one basket.

The good news was that we did not have to go into the certification process
blind—there was an online learning portal that the content management service
software provider maintained that would teach the ins and outs of their content
management software. The company paid for a one year subscription for access
to the learning portal.

The bad news was that thematerial that was in the portal did not seem to have
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been updated for the latest version of their content management software. I had
done some research on their software as a part of the background preparation
work, and found that the company was actually still aggressively updating their
software. Which meant that every major version that was released was going
to have fairly large changes in their overall process flow. My colleague and I
did our best to go through the material that was there, but it was gruelling.
It was hard for me not because the material was particularly difficult, but that
it was involving aspects of software development that I had little interest in—
it was really focused on the so-called front end development, where things
like the layout and presentation of the content mattered a lot more than the
algorithms that were powering the replies from the back-end service calls. I
could understand the principles behind front-end development, but I did not
have a liking to doing it for myself, for sure. The material was also steeped in
jargon that needed to be unravelled, and it definitely took quite a bit of time
to wrap my head around the conceptual framework that powered the content
management system.

My colleague and I did the best we could with what we have, trying to figure
out more efficient ways to prepare for the certification exam itself, of which we
still did not know exactly which exam we had to go for—we had a pretty good
idea of what we should not go for, but wanted to narrow it down enough so that
we could explore ways of finessing the exam by whittling away at the amount of
material we needed to learn by studying for the exam instead of attempting
to gain total mastery over the materials. We had found it amusing that the
requirements in the tender specifications only requested for certification and
not necessarily experience—what that meant, only time would tell.

Lucien and I had been steadily going through the work sheet on John
throughout the whole period through our bible study sessions together. It was
an important and interesting experience for me, because the study sessions that
we had together were among the few positive experiences that I had during
the whole month of just running fast enough to not fall behind in work, and the
aftermath of the break up with my ex-girlfriend. There was little positivity in my
life, and the usual ways in which I would de-compress and de-stress myself were
not available to me due to the ever present need of staying physically isolated
from each other. I could take part in some kind of video conferencing with
friends, but at some level, not having some other activity going on at the same
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time like hiking, geocaching, or even having a meal together meant that the
overall intensity level was a little too high for comfort.

The work sheet with Lucien tackled a few questions that had many strange
answers that I had gleaned over the years from many who claimed to be Chris-
tians. One of them was the idea of heaven and hell, and more specifically, who
it was that could make it to heaven. Lucien had explained before about the con-
cept of sin, and how the non-believers would not be saved in the end, meaning
that at the end of days, God would turn His face against them. There were many
schools of thought that suggested that the accruing of enough good deeds to
generate good points was sufficient to ensure that one would be good enough
to enter heaven. But Johnmade it clear that it was not the case. There was never
going to be enough “good deeds” that would allow one to enter heaven, for the
simple reason that we had all fallen out of grace with God with the initial fall
of Adam. Nicodemus was among the most pious of Jews, a Pharisee, one who
kept the laws of Moses as strictly as it was possible. And when he asked Jesus
what it took to enter heaven, he was not expecting the answer of having need to
be “born again”, a spiritual rebirth that involved the grace of God. Jesus even
pointed out that his presence on Earth at that point was part of God’s ultimate
plan of saving the people of sin that the years of ritual animal sacrifices and
cleansing could not adequately do so—at some level, the ritual animal sacrifices
and rites involving them were only a temporary reprieve that could not wash off
all the sin that was in man.

One point that I found to be interesting about that part of the work sheet
was the introduction of the idea of personal choice. Even though God was
still large and in charge, we were still permitted to have a choice of our own
in deciding whether we would like to take up God’s offer of ultimate salvation
through believing in Jesus Christ, or we could choose to not take it up at all. This
ran completely counter to the cult-like blind belief that I had seen in some of the
people who claimed to be believers.

Another section of the work sheet started talking about the concept of
worship. It was involving what the Samarian woman was telling Jesus in terms
of how she was told to worship, to which he refuted as not being the correct way.
The two main points he was trying to tell her was that the worship of God was
not tied to a specific place, and more importantly, that God was relational, and
that the manner in which she was worshipping did not take into account that God
was to be a part of her life, and therefore she was worshipping what she did not
know, i.e. she did not really know God as a personal God.

I was startled that the manner of how to worship God was actually in the Bible
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itself in the form of Psalm 96:1–6, which is Old Testament material, meaning that
it would have been known to the Jews then:

96 Oh, sing to the Lord a new song! Sing to the Lord, all the earth.
2 Sing to the Lord, bless His name;
Proclaim the good news of His salvation from day to day.
3 Declare His glory among the nations,
His wonders among all peoples.
4 For the Lord is great and greatly to be praised;
He is to be feared above all gods.
5 For all the gods of the peoples are idols,
But the Lord made the heavens.
6 Honour and majesty are before Him;
Strength and beauty are in His sanctuary.

That explained a lot of the emphasis of music within the Christian community.
I had started attending my ex-girlfriend’s online church service before she broke
up with me, and was introduced to a format of worship that had a five-man band
type concert item in the beginning with a couple of worship songs that lasted
for nearly half an hour, before the pastor would deliver the message for the day.
It was confusing to me why that would happen, but after going through that part
of the work sheet with Lucien, it started to make more sense to me. So in some
ways, I did fulfil my promise of going into the church with her.

But on one occasion, the pastor made a series of comments that was clearly
pointing out the type of church membership he was looking for, and that series
of comments struck me as something that I could not fulfil. It was not something
that ran contrary to what the Bible said, it was just that he was making explicit
about the mission of the church (it was to plant more churches), and that if the
members of this church did not have the samementality (of wanting to help plant
more churches), then it was best to not be a part of the congregation because
the worship aims were going to clash.

Of course, after hearing that comment, I realised that I had prophesied this
before. I had told my now ex-girlfriend: “I would go with you into the church
(that I did—I attended the virtual church service online due to the COVID-19
restrictions), but I wouldn’t go with you into the church (that was also true now,
because there was no way I could go into that particular church that she was
a member of—I did not subscribe to that level of fervour and zeal involved in
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actively planting churches worldwide)”. I mean, I had shared with Lucien about
how I had always felt that there was someone looking out for me all these while
despite me not being a believer, what with meeting the right people at the right
time, and having a series of happy coincidences that helped shape me into the
person I am, but having a recent statement like that affirmed in reality and in
retrospect was still quite a bit of surprise.

The last few sections of the work sheet were relating to the death of Jesus,
and more importantly, that of his resurrection. That Jesus died was something
that was well documented through both biblical and historical sources. That his
death was prophesied was something that I was not expecting. The work sheet
pointed out a couple of aspects of prophecies in John 19:36–37, which linked
back to the Old Testament sources of Exodus 12:43–47 for John 19:36 “. . . ‘Not
one of His bones shall be broken.’ ”, and Zechariah 12:10–13:1 for John 19:37 “. . .
‘They shall look on Him whom they pierced.’ ”. The Old Testament references
were a further indication of the great plan of salvation that God had in mind when
He sent his Son to act as the innocent ultimate sacrifice to ensure that He kept
His word of fulfilling His wrath from man’s sin, while at the same time, through
His grace, allow man a chance to get back into fellowship with Him once more
through Jesus Christ, just because of how much God loves man (but is angry
at man’s sinful nature). It was like that of a caring Father for his children—the
Father loves his children, but when his children misbehaves (sins), he disciplines
them so that they learn how not to misbehave (sin); in the end, the Father truly
loves his children, and it is to great joy when they can grow up to be more like
him, to be in positive demeanour and grace.

I had read up on a lot of accounts of the crucifixion of Jesus—they were largely
dramatised, of course, and were at best secondary or even tertiary material, likely
drawing from the gospels as inspiration. I suppose those extra biblical accounts
were more focused on the action of the crucifixion rather than the relationship
between that and the Old Testament prophecies of the coming of the Saviour
that would placate God’s wrath on behalf of the people. Reading through these
verses now and having a work sheet like that linking back to the past, and having
a guide like Lucien to explain things to me really helped me appreciate how
people like Lucien could still find peace even as the world is burning around
them.

Jesus’ death on the cross was particularly meaningful to me. I am from a
“hard science” background, meaning I usually prefer things that are provable
and replicable. Naturally, one-off things like the creation of the universe cannot
be replicable, but it is at least provable (it exists). God’s existence is—He is the
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ultimate tautology, even informing us that he was I Am that I Am (Exodus 3:14);
our existence is also a declaration of God as well. That He would come up with
such a masterful plan to ensure that an early sin from the forefather for mankind
did not condemn all of us to beyond oblivion, but instead to be declared justified
and righteous in His eyes was proof enough to me that He was indeed a relational
God, a God that wanted us to seek Him in fellowship.

But God’s plan did not end with just Jesus’ death. The final two sections of
the work sheet explored the context after Jesus’ death, or more directly, about
his resurrection, and the implications thereof. That Jesus died was something
that was not really in dispute. About his resurrection, that was where it became
more clear about God’s salvation plan, or it became more murky that it was a
whole lot of bullshit.

The work sheet carefully pointed out the events that occurred after Jesus’
death, on how his grave was sealed up (with implications of it being guarded),
how it was found, and what those who found it experienced, and ultimately how
the rest of the disciples eventually saw Him once again when he materialised
in front of them to reassure them that He was resurrected, wounds from the
crucifixion and all. Lucien and I walked through the evidence provided by the
work sheet to examine how likely it was that Jesus’ resurrection was an elaborate
hoax, and came to the conclusion that while it was not impossible, it was highly
unlikely due to the large amounts of coordination among the New Testament
authors and the compliance of the various cited people in the relevant verses to
agree with the hoax. The gospels were written in the time of the Roman empire,
and thus the people who appeared in them were still extent at that time, and had
there been any chicanery or misquotation of what they claimed they saw, there
would have been strong refutation. And more importantly, had things been false
enough, the Bible itself should not exist and last for as long as it have—why would
anyone, let alone nearly one third of the world’s population, believe strongly in a
work of fiction as a moral guideline of how to live?

That Jesus was resurrected was also important, because it reinforced the
concept that there was life after corporeal death, and only because one was
declared righteous in the eyes of God.

I was confused about the purpose of life—after I hit thirty, I did not really
know why I was living for, considering that by then I had realised that no one
really knew what they were doing, and everyone was making things up as they
went along; there was simply no real sense of what living was for. I thought that
it meant settling down with a family to raise one up, but the break up with my
now ex-girlfriend has put that path down. Talking with Lucien over the worksheet
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opened up my eyes to beyond what I was comfortable talking about—knowing
about God’s grace, His purpose for man’s existence (to glorify Him), and Jesus’
death and resurrection to help ensure that we did not die a spiritual death at the
end gave me a level of comfort that extended beyond my meagre life existence.
It gave me hope that there was a future beyond corporeal death to look forward
to—it also showed me that there was a community of disciples of Jesus to work
with that had the same goals as well.

And so, when Lucien and I completed the work sheet, he asked me what I
thought about it all after I had the introduction to gospel. I said, I was ready to
believe.

I prayed with Lucien on the one hundred and sixty third day of the year and
became a Christian from then on.

Dear Lord Jesus, I know that I am a sinner and need Your forgiveness.
I believe that You died for my sins.
I want to turn from my sins.
I now invite You to come into my heart and life.
I want to trust and follow You as Lord and Savior.

In Jesus’ name.
Amen.



July

The seventh month of the year arrived eventually. For four of the five working
days in the week, I have been working from home, and eventually things were
starting to get droll. There was really little to do other than to wake up, work, take
the lunch hour to do something not relating to lunch (since I was still on the one
meal a day programme), get back to work, before finally ending the work day as
close to six in evening as it was possible, putting things away to have dinner and
whatever recreation that I could muster for myself at that point in time, before
turning in for the night, only to begin the process anew the next day. Day in, day
out, the cycle was just as boring as I had described it.

I needed a little something different in my life, just to spice it up a little. Not
too much, just something that would make the mundane form of it right then a
little better for myself.

I had been saving for around three years for a replacement laptop. The
process began the day after I had purchased my last laptop, a Fujitsu S937
that sported an Intel Core i7-7500U chip, with 24 GiB RAM in total (8 GiB
soldered and 16 GiB in a DIMM slot), with Intel HD Graphics 620 and a Crucial
525 GB Solid State Drive as the primary hard disk. That laptop was still fully
operational with no issues whatsoever, but the warranty of three years for it
was almost up. At the same time, my work horse of a desktop from 2013, a
custom assembled Gigabyte GA-Z87X-UD3H mother board with Intel Core i7
4770 Haswell processor and 32 GiB RAM and ASUS GTX 1080-8G Founder’s
Edition housed in a Coolmaster HAF 912 chassis with a power supply unit from
my previous work horse was border line starting to be a little more tricky to
maintain with each passing year thanks to it running only Microsoft Windows
7 Professional—I never could bring myself to “upgrade” it to the so-called latest
and greates that was Microsoft Windows 10.

I craved a little retail therapy. And I had partook in it the month before,
placing an order for a new laptop that had enough firepower to double up as a
mini-gaming machine that was of similar processing power as my desktop work
horse. At the same time, I had also thought about and purchased a new monitor,
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not because I needed a dual monitor set up the conventional way, but because I
wanted a much larger reading surface than was available from my Kindle Voyage
just so that I could read a medical text book of two columned text that spanned
nearly four thousand pages. Simply put, I wanted to get a monitor that could be
set in the uncommon portrait orientation so that I could read documents nearly
four times larger than it would normally take had I used the customary right half
of the screen that I was wont to do.

Both purchases were made from Dell’s web store, and their deliveries were
slated for this month.

On the one hundred and ninety first day of the year, my Dell P2219H monitor
was promptly delivered, at least a few working days ahead of schedule. It was
definitely surprising, and was a light of happiness for the first third of the month.
I promptly set it up in the portrait orientation, and hooked up an High Definition
Multimedia Interface or HDMI cable to it and my Fujitsu S937 laptop. Reading
that text book in full larger than A4 glory was simply magnificent, as it was
reading other documents and even web comics. Having one thousand nine
hundred and twenty vertical pixels at more than twenty inches made short work
of presenting the most intricate of text and diagrams be as easily readable as it
could be.

My new laptop, a Dell Alienware m15 R3 with an Intel i7–10750H processor
(6-core, 12 MiB cache, up to 5.1 GHz with Turbo Boost), 32 GiB RAM at 2666
MHz, an Nvidia GeForce RTX 2070 Super 8 GB DDR6 discrete graphics card,
a 1 TB solid state disk, and a fifteen point six inch full nineteen hundred and
twenty by ten eighty screen with refresh rates of up to 144 Hz, arrived on the
two hundred and second day of the year. It was an absolute beast compared to
the Fujitsu S937, and was on par in specifications with the desktop that I had
put together some seven years ago, except in a much smaller and definitely way
more portable package.

The delivery of my new laptop itself came at a rather interesting moment. As I
had mentioned, I was really cramming for a certification exam that was needed
for a tender with my colleague, and the week that when the laptop was to be
delivered, was exactly same week as when the certification exam was to take
place. To rub it in even more, the delivery for the laptop was slated to be before
the certification exam date, and naturally I took some time to do some basic set
up of the new laptop that had arrived instead of attempting to cram even more
information for the exam before I took it.

The new laptop was a dream, and it was powerful enough to even play “Doom
Eternal”, a resource hungry first person shooter. But I am again getting ahead
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of myself.

The certification exam day was very traumatic. The trauma began about three
weeks before, when we had to book for an examination slot. There were supposed
to be two ways of doing the exam, either to show up physically at an examination
centre to take it in person, or to do it over the web using a special proctoring
software that would commandeer enough of the computer it was running on to
provide a live stream of one’s video and audio feed from the web camera and
microphone, as well as a live stream of what was appearing on the screen itself
in the proctoring software showing the examination together with mouse clicks
and key strokes.

Thanks to COVID-19, there were no physical locations available, and we could
only book slots for the online proctoring examinations.

We had planned to complete the certifications by the middle of the month,
but there were no more dates available. The next earlier dates were actually in
the first week of August, which was definitely not ideal.

I was bitingmy nails metaphorically as I kept on updating the instant messag-
ing chat group about the situation while simultaneously refreshing the booking
page repeatedly through various ways—browser level refreshes, and “applica-
tion” level refreshes by moving ahead one month in the date picker, and then
moving back one month. Just as I was about to report to the chat group that it
was going to be impossible to meet the deadline we had proposed to meet the
call for tender’s deadline, I saw that there were eight new slots that opened up on
the twenty-second day of July. I was elated, until I stared at the times on them—
the earliest was four o’clock in the morning in Singapore time, while the latest
was six thirty in the morning in Singapore time. That did not bode well—I did
not want to be doing the exam at home if I could help it because I did not want
my own personal dwelling be filmed as a part of the proctoring requirements;
the original plan was to report to the office and take the online proctored ex-
amination there on specially prepared laptops that would not leak any corporate
information through the rather intrusive processes that the proctoring software
did.

None of the time slots would permit that plan to work. I struggled internally
for quite a bit, going back and forth whether to go for a time slot (the six thirty one
of course) or not, before the desire to meet the call for tender deadline triumphed
over all factors and made me click on the six thirty time slot to book it. A few nail
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biting seconds later, the web portal informed me that I had successfully booked
a slot, and the email confirmation after that corroborated the booking.

The trauma continued during the examination on the day itself too. I had
to prepare my examination area carefully, covering up things that would appear
within the field of view of the web camera with bed sheets (they were the largest
pieces of cloth that I could commandeer at the last minute without spending
extra money), and preparing the stand alone table that was not the usual one
that I was using for my work from home days. Then came the examination itself.
The questions were of the multiple choice variety, but were still quite tricky—
that alone was not sufficient to cause trauma. It was the chosen definition of
the “passing grade” that made the whole process traumatic. There were a total
of fifty questions, of which one had to score about eighty percent correct to be
considered to have “passed” and would thus qualify for the certification.

That meant that one could not get more than ten questions wrong.
The only good thing about the examination set up was that one could revisit

the questions and revise one’s answers as many times as one could without
penalty, just as long as there was still time remaining on the clock.

I did it the best I could, taking roughly an hour out of the hour and a half that
was assigned, and obtained eighty percent—the bare minimum it was needed
to pass. My colleague, who took the same certification exam about three weeks
later, scored eighty eight percent, a score that was ten percent better than mine.

Considering that we were only taking the certification to help the company
qualify for the call for tender for that single clause in the entire tender specifica-
tion document, it was a damn good result.

That week of my laptop delivery and the certification exam was even more
exciting, but I would be jumping ahead of myself yet again.

The COVID-19 situation in Singapore was still dominated by the spread
of cases in the workers’ dormitories, with the local community cases never
exceeding thirty for each day. Outside of Singapore, the situation was still raging
like a wildfire, and saw little chance of being under control. Only a couple of
other countries had their own internal case counts of COVID-19 under control,
but thanks to various politicking, some of them could not share their experiences
in infection control to the wider audience at an internationally recognised forum.

But in Singapore, there was amore pressingmatter at hand—the organisation
of the General Election. The prime minister had hinted much earlier on that thi



73

was likely to be the year in which the General Elections would be held, even
though constitutionally one needed to be held only before some early part of the
next year. The word on the street was that the General Elections were being held
earlier so as to ensure that the ruling party’s government would have the strong
mandate of the people to focus and to intensify their efforts at containing and
managing the COVID-19 situation in Singapore itself. The COVID-19 situation
was estimated to last well into 2021, and with that, they would rather have an
earlier General Election just so that efforts to manage and contain the COVID-19
situation would not be unduly interrupted in the future where uncertainty was
making it extremely difficult to do any form of meaningful prediction of what the
likely outcomes were to be.

General Elections in Singapore were of a completely different affair from the
rest of the world, in that constitutionally, all the candidates could only canvass for
the ten days that led up to the actual voting day itself, and even then, canvassing
on the day before the actual voting day itself was explicitly banned under the
guise of a “cooling day period”. The COVID-19 situation made the logistics more
complicated than before—there were more voting centres set up to reduce the
number of people who were confined in a location. At each voting centre itself
SafeEntry had to be used, temperatures had to be taken, and gloves were issued
together with ballot slips to ensure that no one was really touching any surface
with any exposed body part of theirs.

The canvassing for the General Elections was rather sedate, considering all
the additional steps that had to be taken to ensure that the it could be saffely
conducted in the middle of the pandemic. Much of the election day rallies and
speeches were held online or broadcast over the television network—the old
school make shift stage in the middle of the field type canvassing. There were
new memes that were created over the various social network platforms, and a
couple of minor scandals that probably did not amount to anything. In the end,
the actual day of voting came about, a gazetted public holiday, everyone went to
vote, and by the evening, the results were adequately forecast. The manner of
forecast of votes in each district of voting was the followingmechanism—for each
of the voting stations in each district, an initial random sample of one hundred
votes were retrieved from the ballot box, and the forecast for that voting station
was based on that one hundred vote sample. The samples were then returned
to the ballot box, and the actual counting of the botes would begin. All these
samples for each voting station was reported up nationally, and usually within the
first hour or two of the return of all the ballot boxes, the election race predictions
could be called rather accurately, save for those that were more hotly contested,
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where the margins were much smaller.
The forecast were very accurate because each of the one hundred sample

outcomes were part of a larger number of samples in general within a voting
district since each voting district had a sufficiently high number of voting sta-
tions, more so this year due to the COVID-19 logistics involved. That meant that
the the total samples available for forecast was much higher than one would ex-
pect. It was also more accurate than exit polls that were used by many other
countries that practised voting, since the samples came from the actual cast
ballots, as opposed to a self-reported voting choice to third party pollsters.

Needless to say, the ruling party from the previous government returned as
the majority party to assemble and run the next government, while the opposition
parties made some headway in winning a few more seats in parliament. There
had been some grumbling in the streets about how the prime minister’s call for
the General Election now was to ride on the high levels of support from the trust
that was earned through amuch better handle on themanagement of the COVID-
19 situation (the local community case counts were low despite the overall large
increase in the case counts thanks to the workers’ dormitory cases; to most of
the citizens, the workers’ dormitory cases did not count for much because they
were “not us”, and as a whole, were largely isolated from the general population
anyway).

Some victory speeches were made, some thank you speeches were also
made, and with all of the fanfare of the General Elections eventually out of the
way, it was back to the usual governance things that happened.

It was the same week as when my new Alienware laptop was delivered. I had
just completed the online proctored certification examination by seven o’clock
in the morning, reporting the good news of just doing enough to get the passing
grade, thus meeting the deadline for the call for tender. The rest of the day had
passed quite peacefully, and I was starting to feel better about the how the whole
stressful situation was finally going to abate and lead to something that was not
completely relaxing, but was at least less strenuous on myself.

I did not know how wrong it was I could be.
It was the day after the certification exam, the twenty third day of the month.

It was a work from home day—I was at home, waking up at the usual time that I
was supposed to be waking up, running my usual morning routine to prepare for
the work for the day. As I was chilling at the dining table with my strong cup of
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instant coffee in hand, I was informed by my mother that my father was feeling
some kind of pain in the nether regions, and that it was hard for him to urinate.
I raised an eyebrow, and immediately went to ask him more of the matter. He
corroborated, and then we, as a family, decided that we would take him to see our
family doctor for advice—I was seriously considering that it could have been a
urinary tract infection, what with the pain that he was complaining about, and the
inability to urinate. I called in the office through a general purpose chat group to
inform them that I was going on urgent leave to take my father to the doctor, and
was immediately cleared to do so. And so, by around eight fifteen, I had already
taken the family car and driven my father out to the clinic of the family doctor,
standing in line and waiting to be seen by him. We underwent the now normalised
ritual of scanning the QR code for SafeEntry, having our temperatures taken and
what not, all before the actual registration process at the counter. When that was
all done, we went into the clinic and waited there. My father went to the toilet
there and tried to pee again, but to no avail. The pain, he said, was getting bad.

We were the first in line to see the doctor, but it still took a while before the
doctor was ready to see us. We eventually went in, and the family doctor also
suspected that it could have been a urinary tract infection, giving my father a
quick antibiotic injection to help bring down the infection as quickly as it was
possible, while prescribing a course of oral antibiotics and painkillers to clear
up the rest of the infection. He pointed out that if things got worse, we were
to head straight to the emergency department because he did not have any
surgical facilities present in his clinic to do any form of surgery like treatment
like catheterisation to help drain out the urine that was steadily increasing the
pressure in the bladder, which was what was causing pain to my father. We
thanked the doctor, took and paid for the medicine, before I drove my father
back.

We waited for nearly an hour for the injected antibiotics to kick in. At that
point, things were not getting better—in fact, it was starting to get worse. I was
weighing the options and the situation with my father and mother and what I had
known and researched about urinary tract infections to finally decide that it was
too long for the injected antibiotics to take effect. There was clearly something
else at play here. My mother and I scrambled putting together a bug out bag for
my father, after which I drove him to the emergency department of the general
hospital that was nearest to where we lived. She was suggesting that I head
to Tan Tock Seng Hospital at first, but I pointed out that it was not worth the
effort to head out so far when the situation at hand was this acute—it was much
better to head to a hospital that was closer that provided adequate treatment
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and care than to head out to a hospital that was farther that provided excellent
treatment and care. That was the same argument that I had brought out to her to
explain why I got the referral to the same nearby general hospital for my phimosis
surgical treatment instead of heading off to a more established general hospital
that was much farther away.

Thanks to various COVID-19 related regulations, only one of us could accom-
pany my father into the emergency department, and since I was the only other
person in the household who could drive, became the de facto choice. I quickly
updated the office of a potential need to extend my urgent leave from only the
morning to the whole day thanks to the changing circumstances, before I care-
fully drove my father to the emergency department of the hospital.

In some ways, it seemed that there was some aspect of pre-ordainedness
behind what had happened. I had gone to the same hospital before for the day
surgery circumcision to take care of my phimosis from the urology department,
and it would seem that all that happened during the time it did was to prepare
myself ahead for this upcoming emergency that would find myself tromping
through similar grounds all over again. Except that this time, I was playing
the supporting role instead of the one who needed to receive treatment. Being
through the system once meant that I knew more about what to expect in terms
of the processes that were available, and with that, could help to move things
forward more efficiently so that my father did not have to suffer so much longer
for his situation.

We underwent the usual song and dance routine of being logged in for both
the SafeEntry programme and the general hospital’s emergency department’s
queue, and went to the waiting area to be triaged. My father was definitely having
some serious problems with walking from all the pain, and I suggested to him to
use the wheel chair to make it much easier to move about—there was definitely
much moving about needed as one made one’s way through the steps of getting
processed and triaged for treatment. Each passing minute that was spent in the
waiting room was a difficult one for my father, because he was feeling all the
pain, and for one who was unaccustomed to pain in general, was therefore very
sensitive about it. It was also difficult for me, because I knew how much pain he
was going through, but there was little that I could do other than to help move
him in the wheel chair and usher the process as smoothly as possible so that he
could get the treatment that he needed as quickly as it was humanly possible
given all the other restrictions and constraints that were present.

Fifteen more minutes passed before a triage nurse finally called my father’s
queue number. I wheeled him carefully to the triage consultation room, and his
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vitals were taken by the triage nurse as he answered various questions about
his condition. After the in processing of his vitals and hearing all that he had
described, the triage nurse strapped on a tracking hand band on my father’s left
hand and told both of us that my father would be seen by an emergency medicine
doctor immediately. I followed the triage nurse as she wheeled my father’s wheel
chair through the waiting area into the treatment corridor that connected the
various treatment rooms that had key card access doors blocking them from
unauthorised personnels’ entry. I had taken all of my father’s belongings and
documentation, including his identity card, as he was wheeled into one of the
treatment rooms. The triage nurse informedme that a doctor would come looking
for me after wards to explain the situation and any other actions that they were
going to take after their investigations and after they had taken their immediate
actions to remedy the acute situation. I nodded my head in understanding and
went towards one of the empty seats that were laid out outside the treatment
rooms along the corridor, doing the time honoured action of waiting for things
to happen.

It took about an hour or so later before a doctor came out to inform me of
the situation with my father. The emergency doctors had catheterised my father
to drain out the massive build up of the urine that was within the bladder—it was
that built up pressure that was causing a lot of pain for him. They mentioned that
they would like to hospitalise him for a few days for observation, and run some
tests to figure out what was the root cause of the build up of the urine—for that,
they would involve urologists to get involved and figure out what the tests were
and what were the corrective steps to be done. The doctor told me that I could
go visit my father in the recovery area before they wheeled him off to the wards
for admission and observation.

I thanked the doctor for the information, and a short while later, another
hospital staff came out looking for me, and asked me to follow her to handle the
admissions process. We completed that quickly, before I went to the recovery
area to see my father, and to update him and be updated. Once that was done, I
went back home to report the situation to my mother, and started to plan my work
from home day for the next day, since I was going to have to bring my mother to
visit my father in hospital in the evenings during visiting hours.

That weekend was gruelling. Within the first couple of days, the urologists in
charge of my father’s case had discovered the key issue—my father’s prostate
gland had actually been enlarged to the point that it was actively reducing the
diameter of the urethral lumen that was passing through it, and was thus the
root cause of the whole situation. The urologists were suggesting that my father
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undergo a prostate gland reduction surgery, but done with laproscopy instead of
the more invasive methods. They were also keeping him in hospital a little longer
to monitor his kidney functions—they seemed to have taken some damage from
the urine back flow. Even though I only had one more day of work before the
weekend proper, the constant need to get to the hospital in the evenings with
mymother, coupled with additional effort needed to clean up the apartmentmore
for my father to return to was tiring.

But somehow, I managed to get through the month. When he was finally
discharged, my mother was the one who handled the discharge procedure, and
had helped coordinate the booking of the surgery for the trans-urethral re-
sectioning of the prostate (TURP). It was targetted to be the some time in the
start of the next month. In the mean time, my father was to return home to
continue his recovery from the trauma of a bloated bladder, having to carry
around a catheter bag that had to be emptied every hour.

I was glad that my mother was around to take care of most of my father’s
needs during that period. If I had to do that as well as work, I suppose I would
have collapsed from exhaustion.



August

It was now the eighthmonth of the year. Fatigue about the world was getting to be
a real thing. I was just so tired, tired of all the negativity that was happening in the
world. I was tired of hearing about all the selfishness that many demonstrated,
forgetting that it was the effort of society as a whole that enabled their selfishness
to be conducted without majore repercussions to themselves. The COVID-19
situation world wide had revealed the nasty combination of anti-science, anti-
thought, anti-empathy, cancel culture, the five hundred different acronyms from
identity politics, the two hundred different ways of virtue signalling, the “me me
me” logic of social media, surveillance capitalism, and all the chilling effects that
these came with.

Often times this year, I had been asking myself the same question: “what am
I still alive?”. Death did not scare me much in the past since I was prepared
for the unexistence fate even before I knew about Christ—now that I have taken
Christ as my person saviour and God, death scared me even less because I knew
that at the very least, I was saved in the sense that even after death, I would still
exist, and would be in a state that is perfect as it was God’s intention, and to
spend the rest of eternity in fellowship with Him.

That is a good thing.
But the point of the matter was, I really did not have much to live for. I did

not have any big dreams, nor grand visions, nor deep thoughts about saving the
world or “making it big”. What was keeping me going on each day was just the
remembrance of the responsibilities that I still had—in a sense it was less of me
having things to live for, and more of not causing some bad trouble for people
just because I failed to live that kept me living.

I had taken one day’s worth of leave on the fifth to bring my father for his
scheduled operation. The set up for it was similar to that of my day surgery earlier
in the year—an disinfection wash was provided and instructions were prescribed
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to perform two rounds of disinfection, once to be done the night before, and once
to be done on themorning of the day of the surgery. The fasting regimen was also
the same, the only difference being what happened at the end of the surgery; for
day surgery, I was to be released to come home to rest and recuperate, whereas
for my father’s case, he would be warded for additional observation and post
surgery activities.

I did not have to take one whole day’s worth of leave in some sense—
realistically, just a half day leave in the morning should be ample in coverage to
just bring him there, handle the admissions, and then move on to continue with
work—but I did not want to set myself up for all kinds of additional stress over
and beyond what was already to come. While I knew that my father was in good
hands, having done a little online research on the urologist who was in charge
of the care team for him, and having prayed to God for a good outcome, there
was always the possibility of emergent situations that required prompt action,
something that would be severely constraining had I not taken the whole day of
leave. I was still working from home at that point in time, and could practically
react to anything, but the lack of an official and formal “pardon” in the form of a
whole day leave was just unnerving to me.

By the timemy father had been in processed, having changed into the surgical
gown and waiting in the waiting area prior to being set up for surgery, I found
myself exhausted for no discernible reason, and was glad that I had made the
choice of expending another precious half day of leave. I went home promptly,
and the first thing that I did after reaching home, was just to sit on the couch and
stare off into space for a while. I had been keeping my mother informed of the
goings on whenever I had spare time in between the action that I was taking in
the admission paperwork, and so she did not have to quiz me even more about
what happened, other than just a simple final confirmation that things had gone
well, to which I had answered in the affirmative before sinking into the couch
and just staring off into space.

The operation was straightforward. General anaesthesia would be applied
to my father, then some laproscopic tools will be entered through the urethra,
being slowly manoeuvred through so that they would reach the prostate gland
from within the urethra. Then came the labour intensive part of carefully using
the laprocopic tools to remove fragments of the prostate gland along the urethral
walls, removing the excessive tissue which simultaneously enabled the widening
of the urethra lumen that was passing through. Initial tests had suggested that
the operation would not run into complications and was likely to be successful.
Considering that an enlarged prostate gland was an indicator of prostate cancer,
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I had suggested to my father to request for the doctor to test for that as well, in
case it was not part of the original set of tests that would naturally be ordered
for pathology to do.

That was the theory and related preparation work, anyway.

I sat there for quite a while, just staring off into space, contemplating about
what was going on in my life. There was nothing to do about my father now
except to wait—the nurse had informed me that they would call me at around
dinner time in the evening to let me know which ward and bed number that they
had assignedmy father to after the operation was over, telling me to just swing by
the registration counter at the first floor of the wards if I still had not heard from
them by eight o’clock in the evening. I did not want to start on any work and thus
give up the paid leave that I had already taken, and so, after some moments of
contemplation, pulled up my new Alienware m15 R3 laptop and loaded up “Cat’s
Quest” to play.

“Cat’s Quest” was a simple action game with light role-playing elements,
whose protagonist was a cat in a world of cats (and dogs). It was light hearted in
nature, with lots of bright coloured and happy graphics, complete with silly but
fun puns that involved cats and dogs. It was just the thing I needed to keep my
mind off the harshness of life for the moment. It was not a hard game by any
degree, and armed with a game controller, a device that I had hitherto rarely used
until I got my new Alienware laptop, I just spent a few hours grinding through
the main story, collecting experience points, levelling up various spells, grabbing
the in game currency to buy upgrades to some of the cooler items that I wanted
to use. In short, I was just enjoying myself as much as I could.

Time passed. Soon it was dinner time, at around six o’clock in the evening. I
had my dinner with my mother, and watched the evening news on the television.
There was still no call from the hospital. I was not completely worried yet, but I
was getting a little concerned—based on the time estimates provided by the
nurse, that was roughly the time in which I ought to be getting a call from
them after the surgery and associated recovery period in the recovery room next
to the surgical theatre had completed. Something was amiss, but I was not
completely worried because I knew that things in surgeries never go completely
according to scheduled—there was always room for deviations from the schedule
estimates due to issues that needed to be routed around due to the limitations of
non-invasive observations that were performed before hand to prepare for the
surgery. After all, all the tests and observations done before the surgery were
just a general survey of what the situation was—even if they were done a minute
before the surgery was to commence, they would still be sketches of the real
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territory at best, until the surgeon goes in and observes the condition in situ.

It soon reached seven o’clock, and still no news. My mother was starting to
be a bit panicked, and I calmed her down a bit. We packed up another bug out
bag, and I drove us to the general hospital itself, and followed the instructions
that were provided by the nurse at the surgery centre earlier in the day. The
registration counter staff was very helpful in trying to help us find where my
father was in the system, and from what he saw, it seemed that my father had
not been released into the hospital wards just yet. The counter staff suggested
that we approach the staff in the surgery centre to find out more information
because they were technically still the custodians of my father since he had not
been released to the wards. My mother asked if he could help provide the initial
link up with them, seeing that it was past the opening hours of the surgical centre
itself. He gladly assisted us by calling up the surgical centre itself, and talked
with someone there. After exchanging a few words and pieces of information, he
informed us that we could go up to the third floor of the surgical centre. There
would be a nurse there who could give us the status of my father’s condition in
more detail.

We thanked him and quickly made our way to where I brought my father to in
the morning to in process for the surgery.

The surgical centre post office hours was quiet. The lights were still on, but
it was not the full complement—only enough of them to ensure that those who
were still walking about in the public areas could still see what they were doing
and where they were going. I tentatively pushed at the door, and found to my
surprise that it was not locked. We both went in, and at the same moment, a
nurse in scrubs showed up from the corridor leading to the operating theatres.
He asked if we were the ones from the registration counter downstairs, and I
replied in the affirmative. He handed me his cell phone and said that the nurse
in the operating theatre had information for me. I thanked him and held the
phone to my ear.

It turned out that the surgery started a little late due to some delays, and
had actually gone rather smoothly. But at the end, during the recovery phase, my
father was complaining about pain that he could not tolerate after he had come
out from the general anaesthesia in the recovery room, and thus they decided to
dose him with morphine for painkilling purposes. While he was still on morphine,
they had to keep him under observation to ensure that his vitals were still alright,
and to see if the pain management was proceeding well. When we arrived and
was looking for his ward number and bed number, they were just about to switch
him over to less strong pain killers before moving him to the ward. The nurse
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gave me the ward number and bed number, and told me that it would take a little
bit of time for the electronic paper work to be completed to have the transfer
confirmed within the system, and that I should be able to visit him in the hospital
ward soon. I asked about the lateness of it all, being out of the official visiting
hours, and the nurse helpfully replied that it did not matter in cases where it was
the first visit after the operation. I thanked her profusely before she hung up,
and I returned the cell phone to the nurse in scrubs who met us in the surgical
centre, thanking him as well.

I updated my mother with the information and we made our way to the
indicated hospital ward and bed number.

“Hey, how was it?” I asked my father when I finally saw him at the hospital
ward. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah,” he replied weakly, “when I came out from the GA I felt a lot of pain,
and told them like you told me to. They hooked me up on morphine for a while,
and had to observe me for a bit.”

“Less pain now?” I queried.
“Yes, much less, but it is still there. They need to flush out the surgical site for

tonight,” he said as he pointed to the large bags of saline that were hooked to
yet another urethral catheter, which was hooked to a different urine bag. “I have
not seen the doctor yet—he says he will come in and check in on me tomorrow
morning and let me know more details. Roughly speaking, he said that there was
more blood vessels than expected, and it took a long time to get past them to
do the TURP. There was not enough time on the GA to finish it completely, and
so he only managed to do half of what he wanted to do.”

“Oh?” I answered quizzically. “Okay, just keep us informed about what you
learn okay?”

My mother and I stayed on for another thirty minutes before it was time to
go and let him get some rest.

Over the next few evenings of visits, the picture of the outcome of the
surgery was starting to clear up more as the various tests and observations were
conducted and my father conveyed the information from the the conversations
he had with the doctor about it.
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It seemed that they had grossly under estimated the amount of effort needed
to complete the whole sectioning surgery. A large part of it was due to the
existing trauma that the region of the prostate gland was undergoing from
the urinary pressure build up in the bladder that made the already heavily
vascularised tissue much harder to navigate. The amount of general anaesthesia
that was prepared for my father was insufficient to carry through the complete
procedure, and so a decision was made to excise what they could now, and to
schedule a future surgical session to section away the remaining parts that were
of the original plan. My father had checked with the doctor about the chances
of relapse of the over growth, since we were talking about another surgery on
the same site within the same year—my father was not getting any younger, and
having too much general anaesthesia being applied within a “short-ish” period
of time was not exactly some thing that was completely risk free. The doctor
had said that it was likely to be some eight or so years before it would relapse,
but strongly recommended scheduling another session to finish the job properly
so that the proper prognosis could be given; it did seem that whatever that the
surgeon had done so far was good enough to allow completion of the job in the
near future, but it was likely to be insufficient to be considered a completely done
job at the professional level.

After more discussions between me, my father, my mother, and the doctor
(through my father), we agreed that he should schedule another surgery to have
the job properly completed so that he could lump all the recovery time that was
needed at once, instead of having to undergo one recovery period now, and
another one in an unforeseeable future when he would have to undergo the
procedure again when the tissue over grew itself and caused the reduction in
the urethra lumen’s diameter.

While all that drama from the emergency health situation from my father was
happening, the COVID-19 situation was still evolving. Worldwide, things were not
getting better—the original group of countries that were hardest hit had abated
somewhat, which would later increase some of their complacency leading to a
rebound count that would astound all who were paying attention. In their place
was the rise of infection cases in other countries that had been on the periphery.
World wide travel restrictions were slow to kick off, largely due to the massive
impact on global economics and resource distribution—there were piece wise
restrictions of travel into certain countries, but there was no concerted effort



85

at the global level. In fact, part of the whole complication behind the COVID-
19 situation’s evolution was that there had been a relentless anti-intellectual
assault on the coordinating effects of the World Health Organisation (WHO),
where many people were protesting against some of the measures that the
WHO had proposed that the governments where the people were protesting at
had taken up, demanding loudly that their personal freedoms of doing whatever
they want should not be infringed upon by “just” a flu. Some of those who had
unwisely gathered to protest eventually did catch the virus and develop COVID-
19 symptoms, but it was never clear if that made them learn more about how
wrong they were, or if it gave them the license to double down and holler loudly
at how the WHO was really exaggerating the whole situation (“Look! I got the
COVID-19—I didn’t die! It was just a really bad flu—why did the WHO trample
upon my rights by demanding that I wear face masks whenever I head out?”).

The situation in Singapore was more sedate. Phase Two had been in opera-
tion for nearly a couple of months now, and all the extraordinary measures that
were put in place had transformed from being great annoyances to merely the
price of maintaining the semblence of society in the middle of strange and harsh
times. Like many others, I was starting to get quite stir crazy, since most routine
social events were simply forbidden by fiat—this meant that the usual Saturday
evening rehearsals for my music group had not been happening for the past four
to five months now. I knew that I enjoyed making music, but I did not realise how
much I missed the company of those who made music with me until we could
no longer have rehearsals thanks to all the various rules that were put in place.

The Phase Two rules put in place had actually been done in a way to ensure
that some forms of social interaction were still allowed—small groups of five
or less people gathering together for a meal was permissible, as was the rather
paradoxical allowing of people to exercise out in the open parks and various park
connectors, all with specific rules on when the masks needed to be on (all the
time on penalty of a fine), and when they could be off (when it was important to
the activity that the mask be not worn, like when eating or drinking, or when par-
taking in “strenuous activities”). The exercise loop hole was paradoxical because
the concept of “strenuous activities” was not rigorously defined and could never
be rigorously defined—it was clear that someone running and panting heavily
was definitely partaking in “strenuous activities”, as was someone who was on
a bicycle peddling furiously to reach speeds of twenty five kilometres per hour
and beyond.

But what about an old woman “brisk” walking through the park? Was that
considered “strenuous activities” that would excuse the not wearing of a mask?
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That feature of the rule was exploited to a large extent by the elderly commu-
nity, the very same one that the rules were designed to help reduce the exposure
of. Some of them would gather in groups, partake in the “strenuous activity” of
walking (not even briskly), and not wearing the said face masks, so that they could
converse with each other.

But really, who could blame them? Everyone was feeling the effects of
prolonged social isolation from the reduced physical activities that COVID-19
demanded to ensure low transmission rates, but the elderly were most likely to
feel it the worst. The rest of us could resort to ersatz interaction models involving
technology, but many of the elderly are either too technologically illiterate, or too
poor to afford paying for all the necessary hardware and software that would allow
them to exploit such mechanisms. Moreover, they were also the ones most likely
to have fewer and fewer people to contact with socially over time, as age and
death caught up.

Some of my friends in the music group had been planning for a meet up
when Singapore entered Phase Two. There had been discussions going on and
off over the group chat in the instant messaging system about where to go, what
to do, and more importantly, when to do it all. After lots of such discussions, it
was decided that we would go for a picnic at a more quiet park of Singapore that
was likely to not have too many people present.

It was a Saturday. The five of us met at the one-north subway station to
purchase our supplies from the supermarket there—it was just more convenient
to do so than to lug things from home in a potluck sort of way. We bought
meats from the rotisserie counter, packaged cheeses, grapes, cold hams, bread,
salads, potato crisps, and water, before hopping on the subway to head to our
actual destination—Labrador Park.

It was a good choice in many ways. There were still people about the park,
but there was no one doing what we were doing—laying out cheap plastic ground
sheets in the middle of the grass patch nearest the shore and having a spread
of food laid out on top of it. We ate, we talked, we laughed, we took pictures of
things around us including the food and eventually even the sunset and ourselves
at the end of the picnic, we fought off a small army of aggressive red ants that
suddenly decided to make their presence known to us, probably led on by the
familiar but uncommon aroma that was food. A good time was had by all of us,
but there was a decision to not have a picnic like that “in the wild” again in the
future—it would seem that most would prefer having a more “civilised” indoor-sy
type of place for food and fun.

I was a little sad at that final conclusion. I thought the picnic was something
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nice and different from the usual types of meet ups that we would do in Sin-
gapore. But I suppose sometimes, people can still end up preferring what they
knew before despite having tried and enjoyed the new and different thing.

It was the two hundred and thirty fifth day of the year, a Saturday, the twenty
second of the month. I was waiting anxiously at the quiet eatery that was situated
in one of themany undergroundmalls that sprouted away from the nearby subway
stations at around five thirty in the evening.

I was early for my appointment—I was always early for my appointments. I
was anxious about my appointment—that part was new.

It was going the be the first meeting with my ex-girlfriend since she had
broken up with me via a letter one hundred and twenty seven days ago.

It was a meeting that I had really wanted to have earlier, not wait nearly four
months later. But I feared many things, mostly about accidentally introducing
larger risk factors for the two old folks in my household. The local transmission
numbers for COVID-19 have been steadily on the low to none side, and thus I
decided that the risk was low enough to find some kind of resolution of a long
relationship that was ended so abruptly in the most unkind way.

I stood outside the eatery, reading, as I was wont to do. Reading was and still
is my way of coping with the world—if the world was going crazy, at least I could
bury myself among the books, learning new things, or experiencing different
worlds, while whatever was happening around me did their thing.

She eventually showed up. She was not late—it was rare that she would ever
be late for an appointment—and I immediately had mixed feelings from seeing
her. Part of me wanted to reach out to hold her tight, to find that it was just the
badness of the situation that caused her to make that decision to split in that
inopportune moment. But part of me knew that a critical conversation was about
to come up, and I had to keep my wits about. That same part knew at some
fundamental level that there was little to nothing to “patch back”, and that it was
more of a formality to close this chapter of our relationship in a cleaner and
better way than the train wreck that came from all the de-personalised forms.

I had not talked to her ever since that day. There was no reason to, and she
did say that “when I surrender our relationship to God, I have to really let go”.
So it was really the first time that I had met her to talk with her, on any level.

The details of that appointment with her had faded into the mists of the past
where they belong. But themain takeaways were clear—it was a good relationship
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we had with each other, but her life path was no longer on the same trajectory
as mine. I had tried to imagine how I could compromise and follow her on the
same trajectory as she was going, but I drew blanks all around.

I had once expressed disdain at the divorce reason of “irreconciliable dif-
ferences”, believing that there were no differences that were irreconciliable. I
suppose the joke was on me now—there were just some things that could not be
reconciled.

The only good thing that came out of that final meeting with her was that it
happened when it did, and not when we were already engaged or when we were
married.

I had my closure for sure. But I did not know if I was ready to move on.



September

September began on the two hundred and forty fourth day of the year. I had
been ugly crying on and off, feeling rotten once more about how the relationship
between me and my ex-girlfriend was over over—there were the usual platitudes
of staying as friends, but somehow I felt that as time went by, it would be ever
harder to keep in touch and stay connected, even though we had been the closest
for few years that we were in a relationship with each other. Ecclesiastes 3:1–8
came to mind:

3 To everything there is a season,
A time for every purpose under heaven:
2 A time to be born,

And a time to die;
A time to plant,

And a time to pluck what is planted;
3 A time to kill,

And a time to heal;
A time to break down,

And a time to build up;
4 A time to weep,

And a time to laugh;
A time to mourn,

And a time to dance;
5 A time to cast away stones,

And a time to gather stones;
A time to embrace,

And a time to refrain from embracing;
6 A time to gain,

And a time to lose;
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A time to keep,
And a time to throw away;

7 A time to tear,
And a time to sew;

A time to keep silence,
And a time to speak;

8 A time to love,
And a time to hate;

A time of war,
And a time of peace.

I knew in my mind back in April that it was time to move on, given all the
things that I had seen and heard, but the heart could not accept it. And that last
meeting convinced my heart that it was time to move on. I could not dwell on the
past like that—she was going according to God’s word, who am I to defy? Even
if it were not God inspired but was a manifestation of her own inner panic of not
fulfilling her own promises that she made to God, there would be no difference,
since she was as stubborn as it gets, which would lead to the same result as if
God was in charge, which He is.

Knowing all that did not make it easier for me to accept though. I hurt
badly once more, four months after the sudden change in my life and future
life. The logistics of the aftermath were just as messy. I had incorporated my
then girlfriend into my life, introducing her as such to the people around me. And
so, now that it is all over, I had to undergo the process of informing everyone
that we were longer together to avoid the type of faux pas that would make others
embarrassed, and perhaps even triggering uncomfortably sad feelings within me.
Among the people that I had told was my sifu for the music instrument that I
played. He seemed to sense that I was in some need of venting of some sort,
and he promptly called me out for a chit-chat session over coffee, just to catch
up on things in general. I had a wonderful afternoon talking with my sifu, who
among other things gently pointed out to me that even though I was approaching
thirty five, I was still young, and should take it easy on the relationship front, that
I should not feel a need to rush into things, and that time will help heal the pain
that I was feeling. He also pointed out that getting into a relationship was easy,
but maintaining it was a whole different ball game altogether, a sentiment that I
agreed with too. He meant well, and I was appreciative of that—our relationship
over the years had evolved from purely that of teacher-student tomentor-mentee,
and now it was nearly at the level of friend-friend, though in my eyes he would
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always still be my sifu. Despite being my sifu, he had not really been rehearsing
or performing with the music group for quite a while already, due to how life
gets in the way, what with his need to raise his family and what not. It was nice
to catch up with him on things relating to music, music instruments, and life in
general.

Apart from sifu, I had also met up with various friends that I missed over the
long COVID-19 imposed social restrictions. Part of the meet up was an extension
of that idea of informing my friends so that they do not commit the faux pas, part
of the meet up was also to provide some support to them as well—if I was of any
indication of how the normal feeling of isolation and loneliness could be felt,
perhaps they would be feeling the same, and it would not be right if I did not
reach out to them. They were all quite enthusiastic with the various meet ups,
and I soon found myself meeting my different friends over the month itself. They
were fairly long sessions of at least three hours after work, often beginning with
dinner, and then just talking about things in general till it was late and we all had
to return home because the next day wa a work day, or if it was just plain cheaper
to get home relying on public transport than anything that was of the private hire
category.

I even had the opportunity to go pick up my wonderful new Wongful Tenor
Saxophone from the shop. That saxophone, I had ordered it before the whole
circuit breaker thing and phases began, but due to the aforementioned, the
delivery of it to Singapore had been quite delayed. It took a while, but eventually
it made its way to Singapore, and with more relaxation of the restrictions (not
by much, mind you—the rules stayed more or less the same as the previous
month, but it felt less tense as the number of community cases continued to
stay low to none) and the re-opening of shops in general, it was finally available
for collection. I already owned a Yamaha tenor saxophone that I had bought
over from a friend, partly to help her obtain funds to buy a new and different
tenor saxophone, partly because till then I did not have a tenor saxophone. I
had tried the Wongful soprano saxophone, and fell in love with its ease of play
and accurate intonation, which, under the enthusiasm of the distributor himself,
brought me to becoming a Wongful saxophone fan, immediately buying their
alto saxophone, and later on, ordering their tenor saxophone. The instruments
were very ergonomic to play on, and as I said, their intonation accuracy was
exceptional even in the hands of an amateur saxophone doubler like me. The
first saxophone that I started on was the soprano saxophone which I learnt the
basics of from my sifu, and had been steadily playing lower and lower ones. It
was a guilty pleasure for me, the saxophones that is, because I did not really
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have an outlet to play it in a group with. I had introduced the saxophone into my
music group, and it was due to the concert that we put up last year, and had extra
help from the brass wind friends to bolster the lows of our Chinese orchestra.

But all the meet ups and even the extra “retail therapy” type purchase could
only fill up one of the many holes that were now a part of me. It did put away the
feeling of being out of touch with people, but there were still things within me
that were not fulfilled ever since it was made very clear that my ex-girlfriend and
I were through. It came out of hiding ever so sneakily, that malfarious feeling. I
could not claim that it was spiritual hunger—I had found Christ, and have been
steadily learning more and more about letting Him guide my way so that I could
follow and keep my inner peace—but it was definitely something.

Work was always chaotic for various reasons that were beyond my control.
At work, I was always high strung, ever alert and vigilant, running on caffeine
fumes, driving myself a little crazy. But in spite of that, I was starting to have
an undefinable type of peace that was emanating from within me. It was very
paradoxical and hard to explain, even as I was meditating on the issue. In some
sense, my peace came about because I knew that all that I was doing in the day
to day, all the perceived rat race of improvement and the so-called building of my
so-called career were all meaningless in the end, because in the end, only that
faith and trust in God was all that mattered. God, through Jesus Christ, would be
the one that I would be meeting with and spending eternity with after my time
on this world is done. There was nothing to fear, in the long run that is.

But the strangest thing was that despite having this peace about me, and
acknowledging that there were still the day to day that needs to be addressed
because I was still living in the world (despite going down the path of being in
but apart from the world), I was still having bizarre and intrusive thoughts, the
foremost of which was that of suicide ideation.

“Suicide ideation”. Such a curious term. So intrusive. I was not actively trying
to kill myself (some might suggest otherwise given the brutal punishments that I
seemed to be inflicting uponmyself when it came to work), but somehowmy brain
was generating all these rather vivid and unwanted thoughts. I would walk along
the arterial roads where the cars drove at speeds higher than seventy kilometres
per hour, and out of a sudden a thought would come to me in the form of:

‘Hey, what do you think of just waiting for a fast moving car to move close to
the pedestrian pavement, and then as the driver reached the distance of being
impossible to stop in time, launch yourself directly into its path?’
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‘But that would be stupid, why would I do that?’
‘Death! You get to see God faster, isn’t that great? Liberation from the pain

that is happening to you now!’
‘That’s completely bullshit, and you know that. Why do you even suggest such

a thing to me?’
‘Come on man, I’m trying to help you here.’
‘No you are not. That is hare-brained and really stupid. Go away.’
Or that time when I was taking the bus and somewhat day dreaming when

this thought came to mind:
‘You know, the best way to really off yourself is not to slice your wrists, or

jump off tall buildings, or slice your abdomen like in seppuku, or haha take
lots of pills in an attempt to poison yourself. Even drowning or getting knocked
down by vehicles are terrible ways to go, because they are so inefficient and not
guaranteed to work. If you really wanted to off yourself, you should take a leaf
out of the book of history, where executioners have an amazing grasp of how to
end a human life. They can do it quickly, they can do it slowly—obviously quickly
is best. You know about how hanging kills by creating a fracture in the cervical
vertebrate of the spine right? Well, check it out—Wikipedia has the table of long
drops that can tell you just how much rope you need to ensure that when you
drop off it, the distance fallen will be sufficient such that when the rope around
the neck finally arrests the fall, the resultant jerk from the sudden deceleration of
the downward force is at least enough to break that cervical vertebrate, causing
instantaneous death.

‘Great way to go huh? Very scientific, very technical. And you know, Nicoll
Highway is just the perfect place with the right height and parts that you will need
to tie the rope securely. As for the rope, you can easily find those strong nylon
climbing rope without too much trouble from. . . ’

‘Dude, shut up and go away! I’m not intending to kill myself, so buzz off!’
I hated it. I hated all those intrusive thoughts. I did not know why they

would come into my mind like that. It had begun some time in the May/June
period, and had been coming on and off ever since. I knew that they were
intrusive, and had paid it exactly the correct amount of attention that I should—
almost none. One of my old friends had suggested that I turn to therapy to work
through all these; I suspected that it was because she probably felt that I was
undergoing many different types of mental trauma that had not been worked
through carefully. I had contemplated on her suggestion, but money was getting
tight; my remuneration package was not as it was to begin with, and it got further
reduced by a lot thanks to the global near-recession from the COVID-19 situation
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and other unstable geo-political happenings.
I guess I had to just suck it up and pray that I will have the wisdom

and strength to keep pushing until things got good enough that I could seek
professional help in the future, if these intrusive thoughts do not go away.

Lucien and I had been having bible study sessions together for a while now,
ever since the day that I came to the epiphany of needing to glorify God, no small
thanks to my ex-girlfriend who gave me that proverbial boot in my butt when she
raised the act of breaking up with me before confirming it with a closure last
month. We had gone through the gospel of John, and were starting on Philippians
when it was starting to be apparent that I was not having enough background
information to carry on comfortably, while Lucien was not well equipped to fully
guide the discussions on the matter, since it was more in line with what a deacon
or pastor would do, and the combination of the circumstances meant that it was
difficult at times to maintain the same level of involvement the way John could.
With that in mind, we both agreed to suspend these specific bible study sessions
till some other time.

But that was not the end of it for sure. Lucien had invited me to worship to-
gether with his care group which met on alternate Tuesdays. Without hesitation,
I agreed—I trusted Lucien enough to know that his care group was likely to be
made up of fellow disciples of Christ who were as amicable and welcoming as
he was.

And I was proven right from the first day that I joined in on their sharing and
worship session over one of the video conferencing tools that had been in use
due to the COVID-19 circuit breaker measures that were put in place this year. I
had heard of the concept of care groups (or “cell groups”, as explained to me by
my now ex-girlfriend), but to experience it was something altogether different.
There were a total of four married couples, with me being the oddball single (but
it did not matter to me at all). There was a deacon, a church leader, who led the
group in the bible study sessions, but other than in that instance, the whole care
group was very chill and without a heavy emphasis of a hierarchy, a trait that
certainly befitted the term “care group”.

The first session that I spent with them was a sharing session, where each
of the nine of us in the care group would take turns to share about what was
going on with our lives, and bring out any prayer requests for the rest to pray for
them in Jesus’ name for His intercession and guidance. I introduced myself, and



95

learnt of the various challenges in life that each of the other care group members
were facing, and how they were dealing with it through both God’s and their own
power. I did not say anything about my recent relationship issues, figuring that
it was not the right place and time to unload such heavy stuff. I did talk about
it at a subsequent sharing session though, when I was definitely comfortable
enough to share with them the situation I was in, being in the ending throes
of a relationship—I was heartened when one of the care group members who
was doing the summary of the prayer requests in the group chat for reminder
helpfully called what I was in for what it was: “a bad relationship break up”.

The second session we had together over the video conferencing tool was a
bible study session on Romans. Lucien had shared with me months ago when
we were first talking about the Lord that his care group was studying Romans,
which was interesting because the church itself was studying Romans as a whole
too. I had been joining in the online worship services of Lucien’s church and
had been following along as the pastor carefully broke down and explained what
the Roman verses of that day’s worship message meant, from provenance to
interpretation and application. It was definitely something that I could identify
with and understand, as compared to the other [online] church service from my
ex-girlfriend’s church where it was more strongly thematic and therefore pulled
scripture from all over the bible itself—it definitely assumed something about
the congregation that I definitely did not have, further enhancing my original
argument that it was not the church that I see myself as being a part of.

The bible study session with the care group was a little different from when
I was studying with Lucien. Perhaps it was because it was a group setting, and
therefore was more amenable to having more varied discussions and sharing
from different perspectives—it definitely helped to bring out the content of the
verses that we were studying in detail much better. The deacon in the group
was an excellent facilitator, guiding as needed, stopping to allow pondering, and
balancing the solemnity of studying God’s Word with the camaraderie of a close
knit group. Even for someone like me who just butted in recently, it was definitely
welcoming, and I did learn quite a lot too.

So when it was announced at one of the online worship services that the
church was allowed to trial a small group of worshippers to return to the church
for worship, and that our care group was selected for one of the weeks, I did
not hesitate to join in, despite being so new a follower of Christ that I had not
even been baptised. My only redeeming point thus far was that I could safely
claim to have read the bible from cover to cover at least once—it was the King
James Version as downloaded from the Project Gutenberg web site, and was
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quite hard to digest since it literally were just verses with little to none of the
modern annotations and separations to keep the chain of thought clearer.

On the Sunday, the sixth of the month, Lucien dropped by with his wife and a
fellow care group member in his car near my apartment and picked me up for the
drive to the church. The four of us lived in the north eastern side of Singapore,
while the church was located on the south western side, very close to my old
stomping grounds from secondary school. To say that I was excited for my first
worship in church was a severe understatement—I was really looking forward
to seeing the church itself, to soak in the environment, and more importantly,
to finally have a chance to speak with the senior pastor himself. It was the
right thing to do on many levels—through my studies with Lucien, I learnt that
while acceptance of the Lord Jesus Christ as one’s personal saviour and God is
between one man and God, it was still important to be a part of a church body
itself, that it was God’s intention that we would worship as a group (Romans
12:4–5: “4 For just as we have many parts in one body and all the body’s parts
do not have the same function, 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ,
and individually parts of one another.”). I knew I had to join a church, but the
question was, which church ought I to join. I thought of a church near to home,
but realised that it was meaningless if I was not a part of the community. Since
it was by God’s grace that I knew of the gospel through Lucien, then it would
seem appropriate that I would join the same church body that Lucien was from,
considering that I had already been a virtual part of the church via the online
worship service, and through the stronger association that was the care group.
It was also important that the senior pastor know who I am, not because of my
importance, but because it was the right thing to do, considering that I was
intending to be a part of the congregation that he was shepherding.

We soon arrived at the church grounds, and I realised that it was the same
church that I had passed by for so many years of my life. I had done my research
before the day, of course, and had known that the church had been around for a
long while. But to see it in situ was a completely different feeling. It was clear
that my fellow care group members were as excited or even more excited than
me to be coming to church—for them, church had been a longer part of lives than
me, and there was always the sense of community, familiarity, and perhaps even
nostalgia that they were sorely missing thanks to the physical distancing rules
that precluded anyone from gathering in a group, the anti-thesis to worship in



97

general. They were excitedly pointing out some of the people who were there—
church workers were out and about with manning the gate—and started to point
out various locations to me even as Lucien was manoeuvring his car up the multi
storey “basement” car park. They shared with me intimate details like where
there favourite parking lot was, and how that changed depending on when they
were at church. I was actually quite curious at why the floor numbering scheme
started at “basement five” when it was clearly not underground, but eventually
I realised that it was the case because the church was built into the side of a
[steep] hill, and the actual non car park area was at the height at the top of the
hill, and so everything lower than that was labelled “basement” in comparison.
It reminded me of my time studying in the United States when a tightly coupled
pair of buildings had completely confusing floor naming schemes for the same
reason.

We alighted from the car and carefully made our way to the Sanctuary, the
main church area. Lucien’s wife, Sarah, was especially chatty, pointing out
the usual route that they would normally take. But the church service for the
day, being a trial, was run by a skeleton crew, and so the usual route was not
applicable. We ended up taking the scenic route up the hill, where I marvelled at
just how steep the hill road was, as we entered the first floor of the church building
proper. There, it was a scene of organised chaos that confused my companions.
Sarah had pointed out that it was supposed to be the kindergarten, but everything
seemed to be all packed up in the centre with some light repainting work going
on. We used the toilet there before heading out and up again, this time to the
actual church area.

At the door, we did the now normalised song and dance routine of taking
our temperature and scanning the QR code for SafeEntry. The Sanctuary space
was roomy, bright, and airy—it was very tasteful in decor, with none of the
ostentatiousness that I had grown accustomed to seeing in some of the other
churches that I had seen either on the television or in real life. It was clearly a
place of worship, and yet it was welcoming, as was the senior pastor, who came
by and said hello to us all, including me. I had seen his face over the live stream
video, but that did not capture what I saw when I was there to finally meet him in
the flesh—there was a strong sense of peace and happiness within that I could
not explain why. His words were simple, but they were very warm and welcoming.

I knew it was only a matter of time before I became an official member of
the congregation. But there will be the right time for it, for sure.

The service proceeded as it should, and the experience was definitely some-
thing that I would like repeated again in the future, hopefully under less crazy
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circumstances.

I had taken another day’s leave in the month to take my father to the general
hospital for his second and hopefully last surgery to finish up the TURP. By now
the process was second nature, with the key difference that this time, he was not
entering the surgery with trauma like that first time—his bladder had regained
its lost elasticity from being overly stretched that time, and his kidney functions
were definitely back to normal. He was still on the urinary catheter only because
it was not worth the effort to have it removed just yet. He definitely entered the
surgery in good spirits and cheer, and underwent the surgery as planned. Lucien
and a few other people who knew of my accepting of the gospel prayed together
with me for the Lord to look out for my father as he underwent the surgery.

The surgery was smooth enough that my father was allowed to return home
after staying for two nights for observation. The surgeon had confirmed that he
had managed to complete the procedure originally planned for, and everything
seemed to be within parameters. My father was not experiencing as much pain
as the last time he went for the surgery, and was also visibly less traumatised
overall.

Praise the Lord!
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It was now the two hundred and seventy fifth day of the year. I had been heading
back to the office to work for about a month now. I was no longer working on site
at the customer’s location, which was a good thing, since the commute to there
was needlessly far, all because of the alleged lost of trust in the contractual law
of Singapore by the customer due to rumoured past bad contractors who over
promised, under delivered, and seemed to have worked well eventually with some
form of intense location centric micro management.

One of the things that I had missed doing was to actually cycle to work.
Cycling to work was one of the things that I had sorely missed from the days
when I was still studying in the United States. There was nothing uniquely special
about cycling in the normal sense of the word, but with it I could experience
that fleeting moment of freedom of movement, to enjoy the rush of the wind
that comes through the helmet and blowing through whatever openings to the
clothes I had on, to actually have a chance on concentrating on my surroundings
as opposed to be thinking about the other things in life that could be buggingme,
like work, or the more recent situation of having to handle the break up, or even
the more general intrusive bouts of acedia. There was something immediate and
visceral about cycling that served as a strong contrast to the more usual things
that I would do in life (cerebral—I thought too hard about too many things from
the constant influx of information from all the reading that I do)—it was the best
form of distraction. It also got my heart rate up, increasing circulation, a la “the
benefits of exercise”, and is unscientifically at least five times more fun than
running, mostly because cycling uses mechanical advantage to smooth out the
effort that is put into movement. Compare this to running, where if one were to
stop moving one’s legs, one would simply. . . stop. That was it. And if one wanted
to skip pass a rather boring stretch of road while running, there was no easy way
to do so except to run each and every step that was needed to move on.

With cycling, I could pump up the power output whenever I felt like it, and
then rely on the coasting capabilities of the machine to rapidly and effortlessly
carry us through. So even the movement itself had something of a flavour and
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variation, as opposed to the very boring thud thud thud from running.

I owned a foldable bicycle, one that I had bought a while back precisely to
be used as my vehicle for my commute to work. It was foldable because I could
never trust the bike stands in general—I have had my rear wheel stolen before
when I was in the United States, and after that I had to resort to using those
specially designed screws that required a specially moulded tool head just to
open up the screw. These tool heads acted like keys as well, as each tool head
had a configuration that was unique for it. Naturally that bicycle then was fortified
as much as I could afford it to be—short U-lock made up of thick steel, a thick
polyvinylchloride covered steel braided cable to lock up the wheels against each
other, and the conversion of the quick release catch for the seat into one that
was dead bolt screwed on using those specially designed screws as well.

The foldable bicycle worked well for me because it was of a form factor that
could allow me to bring it up to the office, and then tuck it away quietly either
under my desk if there was enough space, or to just put it behind me, along the
wall where people were unlikely to accidentally walk into it. I had been cycling
for long distances on and off throughout the year whenever I could bring it to
myself to do so amidst the high heat and humidity that was in Singapore, but its
true purpose was to support a slightly less slothful daily existence by acting as a
vehicle of commute to work.

I had a ratty bicycle helmet for nearly thirteen years, and did not like it much.
It was not a bad helmet, but it was definitely starting to show signs that it was
getting a little too old. There were two things that affected me the most: the
first was that I did not know what the normal life span for bicycle helmets were,
and the second was that I was looking for a helmet that was less clunky than the
one I had. Bicycle helmets were usually made up of some variant of expanded
polystyrene so that they could fulfill their purpose of “sacrificial protection”.
Sacrificial protection just meant that in the event of an impact, the bicycle helmet
shell will absorb as much energy as possible from the impact, and transfer it
about itself, breaking up in the process, thus reducing the amount of damage
the impact energy could do to the wearer.

So I went ahead and bought myself a fancy new helmet. It was pricey, some
three hundred dollars or so, but I figured out that it was something that I was
intending to use to protect my head (and by extension, my brain, the only body
part that I think is actually the most useful while I am still alive), and with its rated
life span of three years (more of a recommendation that it be changed every three
years), it worked out to less than a dollar a day for some decent protection. It was
light weight, compared tomy old clunker; it was sleek, with a nice white outer shell
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since it used thinner high density foam as compared to expanded polystyrene;
it did not have a shade like my old clunker because I was intending to use my
bicycle on roads, park connector network paths, and pavements, not for off-trail
mountain biking; and more importantly, it had a new piece of technology called
“MIPS Protection”, or “Multi-directional Impact Protection System”. The idea
behind MIPS Protection was to add in extra degrees of freedom in the helmet
so that on impact, impact energy from shear forces can be dissipated as well.
This reduces the rotational acceleration that could come about from the impact,
which of course reduces the likelihood and damage from a concussion.

And so, armed with my new helmet and near permanent working location of
being back in my office, I could start cycling to and fro. And that made me happy.

But I had done something stupid before I could get happy. The weekend
after I obtained my new helmet, I decided to do a reconaissance of the route
to and fro the office before I was to attempt it during the actual work day. I
had unfolded my bicycle, and had to carry it down the three floors of stairs that
separated me from the first floor. I jerked the bicycle too hard upwards, and held
it in a wrong angle for too long.

That busted upmy shoulder to the point that I could not actually raise it above
shoulder level. Worried that I had inadvertently ripped a ligament bad, I went to
see the family doctor, who looked at me, shook his head, and told me to ease off
the upper body exercises (if any) for six weeks to allow the sprain to heal.

Naturally, that did not stop me from actually cycling to and fro the office in
the mean time. I just switched over to using my left hand, the one with the un-
hurt shoulder, to do all the heavy lifting needed. I was definitely doing it more
carefully now, because the last thing I wanted was another busted up shoulder—
at that point, I would be completely useless, because it meant that I could not
even lift up my back pack that I use to lug my things to and fro the office. I
mean, I could leave things there and travel lighter, but given the nature of some
of the things that I was responsible for (no, not officially on stand by for twenty
four hours a day), it was probably a wise idea to have my equipment with me.

I received notice that Lily was resigning from her role. It came as a shock—
I was not expecting that. She had been running the project that we had with
the customer for not even a year, and yet here she was, deciding to call it a
day. But on reflection, I realised I could understand why she chose to resign.
The customer was a tough one on many levels—they were demanding, they had
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power, and the software we were developing for them was really complicated
to manage because the requirements were complex, which led to the testing
being complicated, which further led to a lot of time being spent to explain to
the customer why a certain feature that they had signed off but then claimed
was incorrect was something that just could not be undone. Apart from all that
were the mountains of paper and administrative work that was demanded by
the client—there were daily stand up meetings for the technical team to report
on what they were doing and what they were going to do, there were fortnightly
meetings of management level updates between our company’s management
and the customer’s management that were interlaced with fortnightly meetings
of the our project team with that of the customer’s product owner team to discuss
progress and other issues, all of which required their own slide decks to be
prepared as some kind of written documentation.

Lily definitely did not look miserable, compared to Lucien who was in the
same role before her. But then again, Lily had taken over during the time when we
were all forced to be operating from home thanks to the circuit breaker directives.
I had quietly asked Lily why was it that she decided to resign, and she mentioned
that the period of working from home was starting to strain her home life with
her family; the husband was understanding, because he was also facing similar
work related issues, but the daughter was less so, since she was young. The way
I understood it, it was a case of the daughter consistently seeing her mother
at home, but always seemingly not having time to play with her, even when the
time was already passed the official working hours. The strain was bad enough
to the point that Lily’s daughter had started to just avoid her completely, which
broke her heart a little and made her start to realise that there was a strain that
was happening within her family that she needed to look into before it became
a complete catastrophe.

I listened to what Lily said, and nodded my head in understanding. Relation-
ships were hard—I should know, I just came out of one that I thought could go the
distance because of all the early hardship that we seemingly survived. But it was
different in Lily’s case of course—it was her family, something that was more or
less cast in stone, unlike my now non-existent relationship with my ex-girlfriend.
By hook or by crook, Lily’s family relationship needed to be mended and held
back together—it was something that no amount of work or job demands can
replace. To start a family was to make a statement of commitment to the family.
Jobs can always be changed, but families are hard to, not if one is the parent in
the family. So I could see why she had to make that choice.

After listening to all she said, I merely nodded my head more, told her I
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understood, thanked her for sharing with me her thoughts, and wished her all the
best as she moved on to the next chapter in life.

The whole situation of the circuit breaker and phased approach to the re-
opening of Singapore post the circuit breaker period had meant that the music
group that I played in never really had the opportunity to meet up and rehearse.
The only time that I had met up with anyone from the group was when five of us
decided to meet up for a picnic some time back, and even then, it was more of
a social situation rather than a more rehearsal centric one.

The thing about running and being in a community driven music group is that
the existence of such a group is always contingent on its relevance, and in our
case, the relevance of the music group with respect to the community. We were
not some kind of professional or semi-professional band that was funded through
monies that were from paid gigs, or even from some kind of organisational or
even individual patron—we were officially known as a community driven special
interest group for management purposes in the community club. On the one
hand, this was a good thing because it allowed us to do what we loved doing,
that is, to make music and perform, without having to worry about issues relating
to turning a profit or the ever-increasing problems of seeking funds for upkeep
like creating and maintaining a brand, just as long as we can keep on justifying
to the management that we were still community driven and community focused,
and were still relatively cheap in terms of resource use. That second factor was
a tricky one, but we had done pretty well throughout our thirty years of existence
simply because we did a lot with what we had—we took as good a care of our
instruments as it was possible, and only went for capital improvements at the
rate of about once every seven to ten years or so.

Since the COVID-19 situation struck, the community club had not allowed
us back into rehearsing, let alone performing. We were supposed to have our
thirtieth anniversary concert for this year to be held some time this month,
but it naturally had to be postponed to at least next year because of the lack
of rehearsal time. The fact that we were not a professional or even a semi-
professional music group was going to be what would eventually bite us—there
was definitely a need to maintain interest for sustainability by having regular
activities, and among such regular activities was performing; what was the point
of a performing arts group like ours if we did not get to perform?

Thankfully, the community club was running somemonthly “live” video streams
of an hour long performance made up of a few items. I had talked with our con-
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ductor and our music group’s chairman, and we decided that it was important
that we fielded at least one performance this year despite the craziness that was
the COVID-19, mostly as a means of reminding the management that we were
still in existence. There were of course a few catches involved: we could only
field a group of no more than five people, and we definitely needed some time
to rehearse, otherwise it would be a guaranteed disaster, considering that we
were not professional musicians. And even if we were professional musicians, it
was still necessary to have some rehearsals at least to ensure that all the profes-
sional musicians were aware of how each were interpreting the piece to ensure
that the overall result was harmonious as it was needed.

The group of five was come to relatively quickly. It was really dependent on
what instruments we needed badly to cover the parts adequately (that list came
up pretty fast), and who from each of the instrument groups was available on
the day itself. Naturally I was part of the group, being the principal woodwind
player in the music group. We also got a yangqin player, a cellist, and another
zhonghu and zhongruan player, in addition to the conductor, who was playing
the erhu and the gaohu. So that settled the list of five. There was still the pesky
little problem of me being a woodwind player and therefore potentially running
afoul of the mandatory mask wearing doctrine, but thanks to the latest guidelines
released by the National Arts Council (NAC) of Singapore, there were some good
enough guidelines that we could follow and defend against anyone who was a bit
more zealous about enforcing rules—I was to sit at least two metres away from
everyone, and was allowed to not wear my face mask only when I was playing;
everyone else had to have their face masks on at all times since they did not have
to make use of the air that they were breathing out to control their instrument.

The second part of needing rehearsal time was also simple enough to be
fulfilled, much to my amazement. It was not like we were given a few days to
conduct rehearsals—we were only given about two to three hours before the
recording session for the “live” video stream. Given the situation that we were
facing, and that the five of us were generally quite proficient with our instruments
and fairly familiar with the set pieces that we were going to play, it would be
enough.

And so, on the twenty fourth day of the month, we met at the community
club and underwent the usual song and dance to get ourselves checked in to the
SafeEntry system, and started rehearsing our pieces from lunch time onwards.
While there, I tried out the separation of two metres that were mandated, and
felt really uncomfortable at how close it was. I knew that I was going to use
really forceful (and energetic) air streams while playing the much higher pitched
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dizi, and so decided to just keep on moving back as far as I could, which was
roughly six or so metres. It turned out to be a blessing in disguise, because later
on, when the recording team of one showed up, it was found that even at that
distance, I was completely trashing the sound levels for the microphone when
it was in omni-directional mode during the sound check. The recording team
quickly tried something different—he switched the single microphone to use a
more directed mode. It captured the sounds perfectly at that point—I was still
clearly heard despite being more than six metres away and not actually playing
towards the microphone.

The recording went very smoothly for the most part, and we were quite happy
with the result, despite not actually having the chance to listen to the recording
there and then. There was only one take complete with the video, and we were
told that it would only be lightly edited for the sake of time—there would not
be any enhancements or de-enhancements to be done during the editing. The
“live” video itself would only show up on the community club’s social media
page’s “live” streaming video component some time in early next month. By the
time the recording was all done, we were all tuckered out, since it was probably
the longest that most of us had played our instruments in a long while. Usual
rehearsals were about one and a half to two hours per session, but on the day
itself we were playing some four or five hours in total. I had been keeping up
with my own practices at home despite the lack of rehearsal time, but even then,
it was still a little too intense for me.

Because of all that, once we were done with the recording, we merely chatted
lightly while packing away our instruments, scores, and music stands before we
finally headed back to our individual homes.

COVID-19 was still raging like the Australian wild bush fires just in the
beginning of this year in the rest of the world. After the initial dip in infection
numbers worldwide, the summer holidays proved too much of a temptation to
socialise and let go to release, and now, as the northern hemisphere of the world
enters the autumn season, the numbers were starting to spike all over again.
The United States was, as always, acting as a leader in the spike of events as
the supporters for the various political parties were campaigning hard to get
their favoured party into power at all the three different levels of government.
Of which the most frenetically fought one was that of the presidency, where the
incumbent Republican party candidate was being challenged by the Democratic
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party candidate on the seemingly bizarre grounds and theme of restoring dignity
and sanity to the governance of the United States. Disgruntled protests were
everywhere in the United States, with lots of accusations of felonious conduct
true or false, and the social media was all ablaze as identity politics took centre
stage.

The result of it all was a near total burial of the still serious loss of control
over the COVID-19 cases in the United States itself.

The European countries were also seeing upticks in case counts post the
summer holidays, andmany of themwere starting to contemplate the re-application
of various lock downs and “circuit breakers” to slow down the infection rate
enough so that the healthcare system could keep up. Despite all the added
capacity since the first major global outbreak of COVID-19 had occurred in the
regions, they were still fast running out this time as the rate of increase was much
larger, possibly due to rule fatigue from the “natural” individual-centric freedom-
loving nature of those peoples—their need to have the freedom of choice (whether
it is a bad or a worse one) triumphed over the need to maintain public health
safety.

It was, in short, a mess as well.
But in Singapore, the situation had been quite sedate to the point that “we are

living in pandemic times” had started to fade ever gently into the background.
The whole workers’ dormitory infection situation had finally been under control
after many different ups and downs in situation. There were moments when
it was thought that the workers’ dormitory infection had been well controlled
before some previously “cleared” workers’ dormitory had case counts all over
again, thus re-triggering the whole set of procedures needed to re-take control
of the situation. As the local infection case count had decreased, the effect of
COVID-19 on the economy was starting to be taken more seriously. Already there
had been various injections of money from Singapore’s reserves by the Ministry
of Finance, but those were just temporary measures to ensure that the economy
did not outright collapse while the contingencies were being worked out—it was
still important to restart industries that had lain dormant due to the suspension
of work by key employees.

To that end, the government, through the Ministry of Health, had come up with
a regime of frequent swab testing for the COVID-19 infection for all the workers
who were living in the workers’ dormitories. The timing was frequent enough to
ensure early detection, but not frequent enough to be wasting resources—all the
swab tests needed to be processed anyway, and it was something that had the
quantity that made it a logistical nightmare if not planned well. With the ready
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source of cheap foreign labour finally liberated from the tyranny of unintended
imprisonment due to quarantine measures for the COVID-19 pandemic, the
construction industry could re-start its engine and re-power the economy.

I took my parents out for lunch at the Arnold’s Fried Chicken restaurant
near where we stayed for no real reason other than to do something that was
like a mini celebration of sorts, as a marker that despite all the simply bizarre
events that had occurred in this year alone both from the external world that
affected Singapore directly, and from our own issues that occurred to ourselves
personally, that we were still around, mostly in good health, and had some thing
of a good future to look forward to.

Arnold’s Fried Chicken seemed to be the kind of place that would be perfect
to mark the occasion. We discovered it a few years back, and once we had
found out about it, it became one of our favourite family restaurants for fried
chicken. Arnold’s Fried Chicken did not allow one to pick parts the way other
fried chicken places operated, but despite that, every single piece of chicken
that was provided was simply a delight to eat. The skin and batter were crispy
instead of being soggy from all the oil, and the meat was always at that al dente
texture, no matter how thick it could be especially for the chicken breast meat.

To us, it would beat the socks off of any other fried chicken place. And it was
definitely the place to quietly celebrate the safety that the Lord had provided for
me and my family for the year thus far.
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November

It was the three hundred and sixth day of the year, the start of November. The
end of the year was fast approaching, and in all senses of the word, I felt like
I was ready for this year to be finally done. But it was November, which meant
that it was time for what I had been doing for the past eleven years (this was
the twelfth)—National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo), where I had to write
fifty thousand words to make up a novel, all to be done within the thirty days of
November for that year in my particular time zone. It was an annual thing that I
would never fail to get involved in ever since I started on it back in 2009. It was
a month of catharsis for me for the most part. I loved to write, but the problem
was that there was usually litle time to write anything other than rants in my blog,
or some poems here and there, or even some short stories ever so often.

To string something like a novel was something that would take quite a bit
of time. On a normal day, this would be hard to justify to the people around me,
and sometimes even to myself. At least when it was done during NaNoWriMo, it
would be a valid excuse for everyone, and it would make me appear significantly
less weird.

I did not care too much if people found me weird (it was a normal state of
being for me), but it was always better to give people something that looked
like it could be an acceptable reason without me having to explain myself too
much. The problem I found with many people was that there seemed to be some
kind of cognitivee limit for most of them, so even if I had some kind of perfectly
structured and cogent explanation, it would be completely lost on them. And that
would have been a waste of effort on my end.

Working on NaNoWriMo this year was drastically different from previous
years. For one, I did not bother to bring along my laptop to the office to do
my own writing during the lunch hour. My new Alienware was larger than my
usual laptops of the past, which made moving it about in a standard back pack
that was already housing the work laptopp a rather tricky thing to pull off. I could
bring my old Fujitsu about, but part of the reason why I got the new laptop in
the first place was that the keyboard was starting to develop a certain amount of
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stiffness about it that wasmaking it a little less comfortable to type on accurately.
I found myself having to press certain keys really hard to have them register, and
think that it was just part of the wear and tear from age.

Funny enough, I found that I was not able to wake up later nowadays, no
matter what time it was that I was sleeping at. Thus, I would often find myself
awake by five or six in the morning, way before the alarm setting of my alarm
clock, which was at around six forty five. That was naturally a blessing in disguise,
because it meant that I could make use of the “dead” time in the morning before
my commute to the office to actually put in my two thousand words per hour (and
thus per day, since I only wrote for that one hour).

And that was what I did end up doing.

I had a rough plan of the story structure for this year’s entry for NaNoWriMo—
I had observed that the whole year had basically been shot down to hell for
whatever reason, and that just trying to keep track of what had been happening
in real life was already more dramatic than any form of fiction that I could come
up with; this year was just that bad. There was of course the obvious relationship
status change onmy end, andmy discovery and acceptance of Jesus Christ asmy
personal saviour, but there were also other bad things that had been happening,
like the wild fires in Australia, the droughts in Africa, the overly severe hurricane
season within the month, and of course, the once in a lifetime experience of
living through a true blue pandemic during the era of technological supremacy
guided by the most mal-organised of the natural world hegemon, the United
States of America. With that in mind, the structure for this year’s novel entry was
straightforward—set up twelve months’ worth of stories and events into individual
chapters, and divide out the fifty thousand evenly among them, leading to roughly
forty one hundred and sixty seven or so words per chapter. Given my usual rate
of about two thousand words per hour, and limiting myself to an hour of writing
a day (given my rather punishing work schedule for now), the numbers worked
out to about twenty four days total time of writing, well within the range of the
duration provided.

That of course was the basic plan. And so for the twenty or so days, I would
diligently put in my two thousand or so words per day, completing one chapter
roughly every couple of days. The more I wrote, the more amused I was seeing
that I could actually find enough odd or bad events that had occurred to fill up
the spaces—for what it was worth though, since it was fiction I took the liberty
to alter the source event information in ways that I felt was more conducive to
story telling, shifting time periods a little, changing the names of the guilty and
innocent, and using inspired events to create fictional ones. Calling this novel
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“The Lost Year” was starting to prove prophetic—it was the lost year for me and
world because it was the year where almost all of our plans were rudely stopped
and forced to be reconsidered anew, as though there was no progress whatsover
throughout the year. In fact, in some ways, it could even be thought of as the
world undergoing a regression instead of a progression instead.

It was definitely a sobering thought.

November marked a very important event in the United States of America—
they were to undertake their version of the General Elections. It was the usual
story of the Republican party versus the Democratic party at the three different
levels of government set in some rather unusual times. Were I still living in
the United States, I would have paid even closer attention than the basic level
of close attention that I was paying now while still being in Singapore. Much
of the world was watching with abated breath as the campaigning (and related
mud slinging), misinformation, and disinformation had been happening for the
months leading up to the main polling day in the United States, not because they
truly cared about the well being of the citizens of the United States in their bid of
exercising their rights as citizens, but because everyone was generally anxious
to learn what the political climate was going to be like from next year onwards—
would it be a continuance of the same old that the existing Republican president
of Donald Trump, or would it be a return to a more bureaucratically correct
and diplomatically courteous form when won by the Democratic candidate, Joe
Biden?

The past four years of the United States had been a roller coaster ride. There
were things that the president did (with his government) that was probably good,
like the toughening of the United States’ stance against the alleged bullying
tactics that China was doing in the economic sphere. There were very many
things that the president and his government did that was probably very bad
for the survival of the notion of democracy in the United States, like the ever
increasing polarisation of the various party members through zealous brain
washing from narratives and spin that were designed not to release the truth
for examination, but to provide a target for unnecessary indignation and anger,
causing the type of perverse bonding that come about due to the presence of
“the enemy”, except that in this case, “the enemy” was the other half of the
voting citizens of the same United States. The level of bipartisanship had gone
from regular zeal to that of a personality cult zeal, where policies were seemingly
made not in chambers with careful debate, but through the rapid fire by a single
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person over a private platform that was widely used, bypassing everything that
the democratic system stood for.

Thanks to the worsening situation of the COVID-19 in the United States
and the high stakes for both parties involved in the voting process, there was
an unprecendented increase in the use of mail in ballots. The processes that
regulated such votes were finally dusted off and verified before being deployed
out in each of the states. The idea of allowing mail in votes was not exactly a
new one, and because of that, each state had its own idea how to implement it.
The different protocols enacted by the various states meant that there would be
discrepancies in terms of the behaviour—some states defined that a mailed in
vote would only counted if its post date was before a specific date prior to the
electoral college did its voting, while other states defined what was permissible
contrari-wise.

The race this time had margins that were too close to tell. Usually by
eight in the evening (Singapore local time), the various news broadcastors with
their election data analysts would make pronouncements on way or the other.
This meant that by the evening, the people would already know who their next
president of the United States was.

In this case, it was not that easy to call the winner for some of the more
hotly contested zones, mostly because the margins were razor thing, and it was
easy to make a decision based on faulty data or reasoning. The counting work
of the ballots were reported as being rather pain-staking, with many grassroots
leaders and officials got together to ensure that the whole process was without
foul whatsover. But even with all that, after the results were slowly being finalised,
the incumbent was still declaring that all sorts of election fraud had taken place.

The results took nearly a week before it was starting to get really clear who
the next president of the United States of America would be. At every step of
the way, the Republican party kept on throwing shade intermixed with some of
the truth in a last minute beat to ensure that there was no conspiracy against
their candidate in the form of Donald Trump. When it was clear that Joe Biden
would win the presidency, there was an erupation of satisfaction and joy out in
the streets.

I feared for my friends’ life, not because they were ulti-radicals hell beant on
redefining all of the words from the readibility, but that even by being neutral,
they would always find themselves get caught in the cross fire between the two
extreme groups. Being stuck at home for quite a while and having no real ways
out suggested a different approach to them to stay out of the fray—to continue
staying at home to keep away from both the potentially unruly riots that would
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come, and to stay safe from the rapidly deteriorating COVID-19 situation in the
United States. The death toll in the United States for COVID-19 was rising
alarmingly high, but none of the politicians seemed to care.

Everyone just seemed to be really focused on the elections themselves. And
now that the elections were over, and the ballot results were tallied enough to
declare Joe Biden the winner, the incumbent had refused to concede and let the
associated administrative staff being the transition process for the candidate-
elect for the presidency. It was a serious and dangerous precedent that was
being set by a person who had set many new serious and dangerous precedents
that made the country’s institutions that much more fragile.

I can only pray to God to take care of my friends, and to ensure that the United
States does not lose sight of what made it so great, and a mecca of sorts for all
who were seeking knowledge.

Back at work, after nearly six months of working away from the customer’s
on site, we were finally given orders to head back to the on site location to pick
up all of our personal belongings, as well as any other equipment that was ours.
The order to do so came rather late, and was, like always, full of crazy rules and
requirements that the customer was adamant that we follow. The last time I
talked about the customer, I was talking about how our development team was
forced to split into a “carry” team, and a “back-up” team, and that one of the
important points that they kept on emphasising to us to uphold was that the
“carry” team and the “back-up” team should never meet.

It was all fun and games keeping up with the following of that stated reg-
ulation, despite the fact that none of us were even working on site since they
had banned us from going back there ever since the circuit breaker had started
and passed on through the various phases. But when they ordered us to return
to pick up our gear, they demanded that we follow the same order of the split
teams, despite the fact that after we retrieve the gear, we would not be bound
by the rule because we had no presence on site any more. That on its own was
not a problem, had it not been the fact that we could only round up two people
from the “back-up” team to head down and meet up with the “back-up” team
liaison officer from the customer, and the person who drove us with a vehicle
large enough to fit all the equipment was from the “carry” team.

I had face palmed myself many, many times over this. Even the liaison officer
was sympathetic, though he did not dare to allow us to have all three available
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people to step into the sealed space to get our gear. We went down on a Friday
on our own, and that trip back there brought back some memories of the past,
a time before the tragedy that was the COVID-19 hit us. I still took a bus down,
because it was definitely more scenic, and more importantly, gave me enough
uninterrupted personal time to do reading. I wanted to greet the worker who was
manning the traffic control at the work site next to the building of the customer’s
on site, but did not see any one whom I had interacted with before. Perhaps the
person’s work pass was revoked for whatever reason (on the grounds of expiry
date is rather likely), and as such, was forced to return back home. When I did
not see any of those traffic controllers from before, I just silently prayed that they
were doing well and had have enough money to do what they loved.

A couple of days before the date in which we were due to head down to pick
up our gear, I was doing a mental stock take when I was first informed that I was
volunteered to head down to the on site to help pick up our gear, and realised
that we did not really do much in terms of preparation. I was expecting, at the
very minimum, some asset codes to track down the equipment, any personal
items (like water bottle, or coffee cup) that had been left behind by both the
“carry” and “back-up” team, and perhaps a trolley to help move the equipment.

Much to my horror, no one else seemed to have the time (or did not care
enough to) to create a check list that we could use to perform the adult version
of scavenger hunt. I emailed the equipment manager for details on the asset
tags, who promptly sent me what he had, pointing out that there could be other
equipment that was moved to the customer on site without the proper book-
keeping done. We also got a good strong trolley from another part of the office
and headed into the strangely lit room that was the customer’s on site, for
hopefully was the last time that we all were dreaming from the beginning.

As I started to tally the asset tags of the equipment that we had lying around,
I started to realise just how incomplete the list was—it would seem that for every
item that was listed in the asset list, there would be at least four or five “phantom”
ones that were not present in the list at all. We tried our best to match the asset
tags while being at the customer’s on site again, but since there were many that
were not with an asset tag, we ended up making some strong assumptions that
since the equipment was located on the group of tables that was designated
for our company, they definitely had to be ours unless someone else disputed
it. Armed with the trolley, we made short work of organising our equipment into
a form that could be adjusted. The lack of a complete list of asset tags meant
that it would be hard to get the accounting part right, but I was reassured by the
equipment manager that I should not worry about it, and just attempt to retrieve



115

all of our equipment back first—he will then spend time looking through all the
equipment and trying to find out the actual asset tag by comparing some other
manufacturer specific serial number.

There were also some other paperwork that needed to be cleared, like
returning of all the access cards that we were provided that gave us access
to the work area that the customer had set aside for the open plan and agile
web portal project. I helped to clear those with the administrative staff from
the customer’s side, being the most senior person of the contingent who was
working on the cleaned up exodus (our driver was technically even more senior,
but thanks to the “stay split in teams” rule, he could not be the one who signed
things off without triggering some kind of inquiry about the breach).

The whole morning of that day was spent in clearing up our on site equipment
and bring them back to the office. After the necessary actions had been taken at
the customer’s end, we took our driver’s car and made our way back to the office,
where, again, the trolley played an important role as it was used to quickly unload
everything from the car to be brought up to the eleventh floor in our office.

When we finally reached the office, and unloaded the equipment we had
rescued from being on site, a huge wave of a sense of satisfied defeat seemed
to emanate from within.

We were finally rid of the tyranny of a micro managing customer. There was
going to be light at the end of the tunnel.

My shoulder was still busted up, and I was patiently waiting for the the six
weeks of healing to be up. I was starting to get a little impatient even from week
five, but had thought better of it. While it was probably true that most of the
sprain in the ligaments would have healed by now, and that I was ready to get
back to doing all kinds of fun exercises, I had to bide my time still. God has
instilled into me the virtue of patience through the Holy Spirit, and it was for this
patience that I was quietly holding myself back and waiting more patiently for a
full recover before I did anything.

The wait for my busted up should to heal completely was a long wait. But it
was soon over. I went back to the lowest rung of the exercise programme that I
was on before the busting of the shoulder stopped my progression in its tracks.
The programme itself was a of a progressive nature, with the total time expended
at any one level of it capped at around fifteen minutes if one were at the correct
physical fitness level for it. I had tried to continue with the programme after my



116 NOVEMBER

shoulder was busted by limiting myself to only the exercises that did not involve
the upper body, but realised to my annoyance that more than half the exercises
used the upper body in some way. There was the obvious full body stretch and
toe touch that would not make any sense when I could not and then should not
lift my arms up that high, then there was the push ups which were completely
undoable (I was not ready to do the sheer wall scale up of doing only single arm
push ups—that alone was the guaranteed destruction and injury for my good
arm), and finally there were the jumping jacks that came in between bouts of
running on the spot.

In theory, I could have dropped the scaling by a few levels only instead of
starting from absolute rock bottom, but I was not taking any chances. Four
weeks of not performing any of these exercises coupled with a general reduction
of overall activity on the upper arms to allow healing was just enough of delay
that jumping back into the higher requirement exercises, no matter how many
progressive levels I dropped down to, was just too risky. The first tier group of
exercises were much scaled down to allow progressive build up, and it was just
the thing I needed to ensure that I did not accidentally re-injure myself.

Re-starting this aspect of the exercise programme was important because
it was one of the few physical activities that I would consistently do to ensure
that my basal metabolic rate was not too low. That was essential to ensure that
I did not have to reduce the amount of food I was eating to balance out the
caloric content. Cycling to and fro work was one thing, but that required extra
gear, and the cooperation of the weather conditions, which was a little sketchy
for the most part of this month. The exercise programme was designed around
the constraints of limited time and limited space, and was definitely the right
way to ensure that things would go well for me.

Just as the year was winding down, with my father’s latest follow up visit to
the urologist giving him the all clear signal for the healing from TURP, and when
I thought that we had put our major medical issues behind us, my mother started
to complain of an issue of her own. Her wrist has showing some kind of swelling
in it—it was definitely something under the skin, was a little stiff but soft to the
touch, but was not causing any pain whatsoever. I had no idea what it was, and
naturally, neither did she, and so it was off to the polyclinic we went.

She consulted the general practitioner at the polyclinic during one of her
regular visits to monitor her various chronic health conditions about the swelling
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in her wrist. The general practitioner looked at it, prodded it a little, asked a few
standard questions, and then tentatively concluded that it could be a ganglion
cyst—a type of jelly-like fluid filled. . . lump that was basically harmless unless
it started interfering with the nerves through pressure, or the mechanics of the
joint by just being in the way of the range of motion. The general practitioner
remarked that the normal way of dealing with ganglion cysts was to have the fluid
within the sac removed with a needle, but he did not have the right equipment nor
the expertise to perform that procedure in the polyclinic. With that, he suggested
that she checked out a specialist at the general hospital, and wrote a referral for
her to the hand and reconstructivemicrosurgery clinic at the general hospital that
the whole family had visited already on several different occasions—I suppose
that this time, it was her turn.

The doctor attending to her at the general hospital examined the ganglion
cyst, and decided to take more diagnostic imaging to determine the precise
location of the cyst relative to the artery that were nearby, before deciding on
the procedure to use. The order sheet for the diagnostic imaging was written
up, but the actual date of that appointment was still unknown—it seemed like it
might take a while before the hospital would inform us.

Given the way the year had been, I would not have expected anything less.
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December

It was the three hundred and thirty sixth day of the year, the first of the last thirty
one days of the dumpster fire that was 2020. The end is nigh, but to what end
we were all rushing headwards to, no one knew. I would never have thought that
the year would turn out the way it did—I was expecting to slowly make my way
towards becoming a family man, settling down with a wife in our own apartment,
building up and getting ready to have a child or two. But the year, it was a roller
coaster ride of madness, mania, and depression.

December was the traditional time when things were supposed to wind down
as everyone was gearing up for the end of the year holidays before slowly ramping
up for the coming of the next year. But things were heating up at work during
this period. My involvement with the previous project that involved heading
down on site of the customer’s ended the day that we went in to pick up our
equipment and return all the access cards, and in return, I was assigned to a
different project that was similar in nature to the previous project that I was
a part of, with the key difference that the customer whom we were working for
was even less technologically inclined than the previous customer. I also found
that my role was subtly altered—I was no longer really a developer or software
engineer writing code; I had somehow managed to be placed in a position where
I was given much of the responsibilities of project management and customer
interaction, without necessarily the authority, the training, nor the resources to
effectively pull it off.

To say that it was a nightmare was a severe understatement.
I suppose that it was a nightmare to me only because I was really taking

way too much responsibility and accountability for everything that I thought
was within my domain of responsibility. It would have been fine if the team
had been more communicative in general, sharing not just their problems that
require decisions, but also sharing the decisions that they had decided to make
out of their initiative as a means of allowing the update of the management
about how the progress was happening—it was hard to impossible to manage
when there was little to no information coming up from the ground. And I was
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not even a manager by any regard—I was just trying my best to keep things
moving along when even the customer was not completely certain about the
requirements needed for their system. Prior to engaging with the customer, we
already had some preliminary work that was done by the team in preparation for
that particular project—this work, I had seen parts of it before while I was half
in and half out of this new project and the old one, but it was escalated when the
software team manager decided to call it quits as well, just as I was formally to
be working on this project. And so, I was the next in line to take over things.

I tried my best to do what I could with what I had. I could not tell if it
was going to be successful or not, but I just prayed to God that things will
turn out okay. Every day was a struggle—I could never tell if the team was
facing any troubles, because they hardly ever told me anything, except perhaps
a day before a demonstration was due, and at that point, either a laundry list
of things that were done would be transmitted to me (which would be a good
thing only if I had the time to verify and validate them, which I often would
not have), or a simple dismissive statement of non-delivery and the giving of a
new non-committal deadline, after which much ignoring of confused statements
from me would take place. It was as frustrating as it could get. To be put in
a position of accountability and responsibility but without the ability to actually
perform any type of control was something that I did not really sign up for. There
were a couple of intermediate deployments that needed to be done, and we just
barely scrapped through by the skin of our chin, and that was only because the
overall project manager was angry enough about the confuddling progress that
he effectively yelled at the team to move themselves forward.

Traumatising.

I tried to talk to the team about how the way they were operating was not quite
right—it made it very hard to help defend the team against management’s inces-
sant questioning that would inadvertently come when deadlines were steadily
missed, and it definitely made it extremely hard to defend against the queries of
the customer when we did not manage to deliver to themwhat we had promised—
this latter situation was much worse because of the reputational damage that
would be taken by the company. I tried to impress upon them the importance of
good communication both ways; there was some movement, but I was not sure
if it was going to be enough to turn the tide more thoroughly.

I entered each work day with a physical headache, and leave each one with
a sense of listlessness and non-achievement. I could only wonder what God had
in mind when He placed me in this position that I was at now, praying fervently
that He would reveal to me His will come the next year so that I know what it was
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that He wanted me to fulfill.

I met up with quite a few of my friends over the weeks that made up the last
month of the dumpster fire year. It was refreshing to once again talk with some
friends from way back, just to catch up with their lives and to share with them the
amount and types of nonsense that I had gone through thus far. They were largely
sympathetic—who would not be?—but like everything that could come from these
events, there really was not much of an expectation of anything substantial that
could come out of them. They were not therapists, and while they were my friends
still, our lives had diverged so far from where we were still in good alignment,
and it was just a matter of time before the divergence was so great that there
would be literally nothing in common that could hold us together once more to
talk like we used to be.

Or maybe there was no need to wait for that matter of time, in that the “matter
of time” itself was already the now. Almost all my friends were married and were
staying in their own apartments, while I was still staying with my parents. Some
of them even had children already, one, two, or even more. Even though quite a
few of them had spent their earlier years in school with me as fellow nerds and
geeks, once they started having a home life, and a family life, they had changed.
They were still more or less the same people as they were, but their nature and
focus in life had changed to be more oriented towards their families, and not in
their old stomping grounds of geekdom.

There was a part of me that felt a little sad at how we were slowly losing that
connection that we had from our past. But there was a part of me that felt a
little elated that our friendship had still lasted so long despite the divergence in
the our life paths, only because we had chosen to adapt our connection to make
it compatible with that of a sustaining friendship. It was something that was
different between me and my now ex-girlfriend. Ever since that last meeting that
she and I had where I gained my closure, I had turned into a stranger to her, as
she was to me. It was not that I did not want to be her friend any more, but that
she had shut herself up and refused to want to acknowledge my existence in her
life. Whether it was because she did not know how to cope with the new norm of
our relationship, or if it was because she really decided that the love she had for
me was better stored as hate, I would never know, because I did not want to dig
deeper into a situation where more knowledge would not help the slightest.

Despite all the hurt and pain from that ended relationship, I had started to
meet with some new friends of friends. There was definitely no intent of dating
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just yet, even thoughmany of these friends of friends were female and are eligible
singles too—I did not think that I was ready for that, considering everything
that has happened in the past year—but I was definitely craving for some more
normal social interactions to fill up the gap that came about from the loss of
my best friend. I suppose it was also my way of re-establishing my social roots
with the community and country that I call my home. I had always been an
outsider in many senses of the word, but as I got older, the circle of friends from
the natural environment would shrink at an ever increasing rate due to how the
natural environment was more diverse than that of the artificial environments
like school and college. I was also getting increasingly afraid of accidentally
alienating my old friends by leaning on them too hard on too many matters—it
was probably better to just live and let live with a larger social group than a small
one. I was definitely not trying to be popular, but at the same time, I was trying
my best to not be a complete hermit. I was no longer as carefree nor energetic
as I was younger, so it was getting harder and harder to fight my way through
life.

In fact, it was mostly because of that tiredness of having to fight my way
through life that made me turn to Jesus Christ as my personal saviour. Because
he is God, and by acknowledging and believing in him, I had gained the strongest
ally that one could ever get—my God. He is sovereign, He has His will that
moves the universe as a whole, and gives meaning to that of my puny human life.
Whatever glory and honour I gain, it is not through my efforts, but through His
grace and gift of talent, time, and opportunity to me to gain them, and because
of that, I gain them only in His glory, not mine. But man was not meant to walk
alone, that was why Adam had Eve, and how the church was a body of disciples of
Jesus Christ who worshipped together, gaining strength in each other’s strength
as a whole body. And so it was still important for me to go out there and make
new friends. And if by Providence they can be exposed to the gospel and believe
as I do, so much the better—but as John 6:44 stated, it would really be up to
God’s will for any of my friends, new or old, would want to learn about the gospel
from me.

I was also steadily increasing my closeness with my care group, opening
myself up slowly to them as they had been opening up their lives to me. It was
refreshing, and it would always be refreshing, to have a group of like-minded
people from different walks of life to worship and share together. I was glad
that I had found my way to God through Lucien. I was glad that I could visit
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the church once during this entirely crazy lock down heavy year. I was definitely
looking forward to going to church to worship with the rest of the congregation
more properly when the COVID-19 situation had abated to the point where we
did not have to be in such pandemic readiness mode. There had been a series
of good news with respect to the various COVID-19 vaccination efficacies, and
everyone was being hopeful about it. To be fair, Russia had announced their own
COVID-19 vaccination about four to six months earlier than everyone else, but
it was hard to determine if their vaccination was the real McCoy, or was it just
some kind of propagandist movement to establish some kind of superiority of
the old world power in a new world where the post second world war world order
was getting steadily destroyed by the actions of the few.

The new vaccines were based on a new technology involving messenger RNA,
or mRNA. The idea behind the technology was to use mRNA to encode the target
protein that represented the signature of the virus as a signal to the immune
system to start generating antibodies and immune cells to counter it. This was
a more direct means of tweaking the immune system than the usual method of
finding some close analogue of the target virus (either by an attenuated live virus
of the same species, or by some other related live virus that did not cause the
same severity of the disease) to train the immune system to build antibodies to
attack it. The effectiveness as measured through the standard published clinical
trials was phenomenal—they were above ninety percent, which meant that among
those that were given the vaccine, nine in ten of them developed resistance or
immunity against the virus.

This was definitely the good news that the world had been waiting for so
long. The timing could not have been better—case numbers world wide had
been spiking to new records every day, with the United States taking the dubious
lead in per country infections. Having a vaccine would aid the world in fighting
back this pandemic in tremendous ways; at the very least, it could protect the
healthcare workers who were exposed the most to the virus as part of their daily
job in helping those infected by it to recover, and when the front line workers have
been vaccinated, those higher at risk with worse prognosis if infected could get
vaccinated as well, reducing mortality rates. By then the production could be
ramped up enough to ensure a good enough supply to the rest of the population
to establish the legendary herd immunity that was needed to prevent the virus
from gaining a foot hold in any community.

It was also good news because the success in testing meant that the new
technology of vaccine creation with mRNA had started its track record, and it
meant that new vaccines could be based off this technology, reaching markets
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and communities much faster than the more traditional development pathway.

The only bad news was that the technology was still too new in general, which
meant that there would be massive logistic issues that needed to be solved to
ensure that those in high priority of needing the vaccine would get their doses
in time. For one, each vaccine needed two doses in order to be effective. For
two, the vaccines themselves were fragile, needing to be stored in very cold
environments of negative seventy degrees Celsius before being administered.
Those two points more or less guaranteed that the first recipients of these
vaccines were going to be economically more developed countries who had the
capital to meet these exotic demands.

The newness of the technology also meant that there was likely to be a delay
in the scaling up of the production scale, but this had been mitigated somewhat
through pre-emptive set up of regional manufacturing centres across the major
continents to ensure that once the official approval had been given by the US
FDA, production could swiftly commence in parallel.

The news did not generate as much excitement in Singapore though, mostly
because the number of community spread cases were basically down to nothing
for quite a long while already. Most of the cases that were being reported
daily in the news were from so-called “import cases”—people who developed
an infection after they had entered the country and were serving out their
fourteen days of quarantine. Singapore is a hub country that relies heavily on
the movement of people, money, and goods for her economy, and because of
that, it was economical suicide to keep borders closed indefinitely. There had
been small scale tests in using quota based allowance of people from different
countries to come in, and the results were showing that whatever measures we
had put in place was working some what, and that it was nearly impossible to
ensure that there was zero cases from them.

TraceTogether had started making a comeback in the past few weeks as the
government mulled different ways of re-opening up the economy while ensuring
that effective and efficient contact tracing was possible. The original TraceTo-
gether programme’s main issues was the need to have a working smartphone
running the app, which raised issues on battery use, and privacy issues. The
update to that was the creation of the TraceTogether physical token—a physical
device that contained enough electronics to use the same Bluetooth technol-
ogy to ping and record down other TraceTogether tokens or apps that were in
close proximity. While the token itself had its electronics housed in an opaque
casing, someone on the Internet had “accidentally” dropped his token, cracking
open the casing, and prodded around the circuitry. What he did was to show that



125

there was no GPS unit of any sort that could multi-laterate and store the physical
location.

The government announced that at some point, the TraceTogether token or
app was going to be made mandatory just the same way that the SafeEntry
programme was made mandatory, but to avoid having the long queue situation
where everyone was forgetting about the physical distancing requirement in the
bid to “quickly” get their token and go off, they had provided a schedule for a
phased approach, using community clubs sequentially as distribution centres for
the neighbourhoods that generally surrounded it. Citizens could find out where
and when to pick up their TraceTogether token should they want it by going to a
web site and entering their postal code, after which the place to go and when it
would be available would be shown on the screen.

I had managed to pick mine up with little fuss, and was just carrying it around.
The token came with its own lanyard, but I did not like it because the clip that
was used to hold the token was gripping the moulded plastic handle too tightly,
causing scratches and shavings off the handle as the token moved about like the
way things at the end of lanyards would. I was so afraid that all the scratching
would wear through the handle and cause problems in the future that I switched
out the lanyard for another one that used a different hookingmechanism to retain
the token.

I had been resistant to this whole TraceTogether token thing, but after reading
up more about it, and seeing the completely unintentional tear down of the
device, was convinced that it was reasonable enough to have the token myself.

The government did not explicitly state when they would make it mandatory,
but I suppose it was not likely to be happening until 2021.



126 DECEMBER



Epilogue: Happy New Year!

“Wow! What a socially responsible crowd we are having here, don’t you agree,
Suzanne?”

“My, my, yes indeed John,” Suzanne replied through the colourful reusable
face mask that she had on through the microphone on stage as she was keeping
an eye out on the gathered audience, each of them keeping in small groups
of five, while each group of five keeping a respectable distance of at least one
metre from another. “It is just so different from last year when everyone was all
squished together, all ready for the final countdown!”

“Yeah! 2020 was such a bad year, with that COVID-19 and all,” John,
Suzanne’s co-host, replied with mild sadness as some more generic music was
being played in the background over the speaker systems as the live band on
stage (all masked up as well) was loafing about, taking a break and getting ready
for the inevitable high energy output that they would be expecte to put on in a
bit.

“Come on everyone, I know that we had a lost year, and that everyone is
wearing a face mask and being socially responsible. But I ask you, are we all
excited for the arrival for 2021?”

The crowd, despite being fewer in number than normal, and having their
mouths covered up by whatever facial mask they had, roared back a “yeah” in
reply.

“That was pretty amazing!” John said enthusiastically. “I think we have all
learnt how to have fun while staying socially responsible, am I right?”

The crowd answered “yeah!” in unison, the energy slowly rising and unabated.
The jumbotron on the stage was showing the crowd it its full glory of shouting

and jumping while still being disciplined enough to not mangle. Despite the
dreariness and dystopian feel from all the mask, the crowd did not fail to refeed
its enthusiasm back to itself.

Just as John was going to saymore things, the jumbotron turned into a display
of a large number ten.

The crowd, taking the cue, shouted out the numbers that appeared on the
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jumbotron, in near unison, with the type of fervour that came from a population
that had been oppressed for so long and was given one night of pure freedom.

The crowd screamed out nine as John cut himself halfway and bellowed the
number with them.

Eight was resounding as even Suzanna joined in.
Seven was when the few clueless ones in the crowd stopped their random

yelling to synchronise with the count down.
Six was chanted in anticipation.
Five came on and the live band on stage started to get into a ready position

to start playing.
Four was punctuated by a clear pause after.
Three came on as the drummer decided to do a bass drum beat to it.
Two was when he added his snares as the crowd reached their peak in

synchronous cooperation.
One was felt deep within the bones as One Voice went through the darkness

of the night in the sweltering heat.
The live band kicked in with their racuous rendition of Europe’s “Final Count-

down” as sheer jubilation erupted form the collective voices of the three thou-
sand who were gathered in the stadium, to be joined by countlessmillions through-
out the city.

“Happy new year!” John was screaming into the microphone through his
facial mask, sweating from the glare of the spot lights and relief, the sound
engineer delighted that he did not have to do any adjustments this time to avoid
distortions. Suzanne was also in on it, and added some more platitudes.

“And there you have it everyone, 2020 the lost year is gone, and we are now
officially in the year 2021!”


