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For Eve


1

 

When Lim Teng Jin stood still, there was a touch of neatness and elegance that had been the chief characteristics of his 
appearance for decades, despite the slight stoop to his shoulders that gave away his advanced years. If only that damned driver had had just one brandy less, Jin might have come through life physically unscathed, he often bemoaned silently. Though it had been six years ago, he could clearly remember the look of alarm in the eyes of the man behind the wheel. The man had subsequently served a year behind bars, which was of little consequence to Jin. He’d still been sprightly as a chicken before the accident, as he would vehemently remind anyone who was willing to listen. Now, at seventy-two years of age, there were times when he felt like a stranger in his own body.

Absorbed in his early-morning routine, he stood before the mirror contemplating the day ahead and his own reflection. He frowned and stared at one particular feature. Next to the outer corner of his left eye, fanning out over the existing mesh of lines, was a new wrinkle—an imbalance between right and left. Jin wondered if this marked the beginning of a dismal new development; maybe his face would become lopsided to match his unhurried gait. What was left of his hair was grey and wispy. He’d never once dyed it: couldn’t be bothered. Now he combed it with his fingers and gently patted it down.

He moved across to the window and took in the view afforded by his uncluttered seventh-floor flat. The spill of light from the rays of the low-lying sun, only moments before hidden behind a mountain range of skyscrapers, flooded the room. The jagged 
shapes of cranes stabbed at the sky and Jin marvelled at the heights to which buildings could soar, wondering how many more might spring up in the topography.

A matted canopy of trees hung over the streets far below. Jin watched a small flock of Javan mynahs wheeling about with such natural grace that he became spellbound. In any other setting, it might have been the perfect start to a spring day, but this was the tropics. Awaiting him at ground level was an inescapable fug of heavy moist heat which could subdue even the liveliest of minds. 

The calm that had washed over him while he stared out of the window faded as he began to focus on the details of the day ahead. The annual inspection of his food stall was looming.

Jin was famous throughout Singapore for his Hainanese chicken rice. His stall had been awarded an “A” grade, the highest ranking in hygiene, ever since the National Environment Agency started the grading system in 1997. Yet a sense of foreboding always came over him at this time of the year. He hated not being in control of his own destiny.

His flat comprised a bedroom, a galley kitchen, a bathroom and a living room in which he now stood. Apart from the mirror, he had only one picture hanging on the wall, a sketch he had drawn when he was a naïve young man. He hadn’t given it more than a passing glimpse in years, but he would never think of parting with it.

He cleared the leftovers from last night’s meal, a takeaway of spicy  seafood bee hoon, then stepped into the kitchen and cleaned the plate. He had a dishwasher but he never used it; he’d never used the oven either. For years he had been living on meals bought from trusted hawkers, which meant that his kitchen was more or less as he’d found it on moving in to his flat fifteen years before.

Fifty years ago, lost and drifting, the possibility of becoming a hawker came to Jin while he watched his mother prepare the family’s favourite dish: chicken rice. Both sets of Jin’s grandparents had been settlers from Hainan, and his mother had taken great pride in cooking the dish the traditional way. Jin had clung to that tradition over the years, only upgrading to modern methods and equipment very gradually.

He shut his front door slowly, hoping to avoid alerting his neighbour Yip Wah. His mind was beset by what could go wrong when the inspector turned up, even though nothing ever had in the past. Jin was a worrier, and it was the same every year: less and less sleep as the day of his inspection approached. Once grateful for the regulatory system for Singaporean food vendors, he now shuddered at the prospect of becoming one of those unlucky people who fell afoul of it.

Unfortunately, no sooner had his door clicked closed when the same irritating greeting that Jin tried to avoid every week came from behind him: “Good morning, Jin. Just like a clock, eh? What would we do without our Monday morning meetings?” He had long ago learned that Yip Wah’s only early start was on Mondays. His neighbour was dressed impeccably in a lightweight suit and smart tie; Jin guessed he was around ten years younger than himself. The forced jollity in his voice grated on Jin. As the two men stepped to the lift lobby, he narrowed his eyes and tried to assume a sour expression, so at odds with his normally mild public persona that he failed miserably.

“Morning,” he replied, with an angled grimace, dreading the shared ride down in the lift. 

He turned at the noise of a door closing to find Yip Wah’s wife joining them in the lift lobby. Jin cursed himself silently, wishing he hadn’t dawdled and left earlier.

“Good morning Jin. Alone again, I see,” she said archly.

Of course I’m alone, you silly woman. I’ve been living here on my own for as long as we’ve known one another.

“Jin’s a bit too old for you to be playing matchmaker, dear,” said Yip Wah with light reproach, keeping his eyes carefully averted from his wife.

“You single men, I’d find it so difficult…sad, even…being single and all alone up here.” She abruptly snatched at her husband’s arm, holding on fiercely while the poor man struggled to free himself. Jin forced a grin at the staged display of marital harmony. The air between them grew dense and impenetrable, forbidding any movement. Oh, for goodness’ sake, please don’t start arguing, Jin pleaded in his mind. He hated conflict.

To his relief, the lift quickly arrived; to his disappointment, there was enough room for all three of them to step inside. Luckily the lift began to overcrowd on subsequent floors and he was able to avoid any further inquisition.

Outside, the combination of unforgiving heat, hurrying peak-hour pedestrians and the hum of busy traffic presented the trio with the perfect excuse to simply nod to each other and be on their respective ways.

 

—

 

Jin’s first stop of the day was to visit his old supplier, Mrs Ooi, several blocks away from the complex. The woman had looked after his needs for years. He trusted her and knew she would never cheat him. Her family had been in business longer than he had, a fact she often reminded him about, and he would let her remark stand unchallenged, only too happy to humour her. She was a straight-backed, spare woman whose figure had dwindled as the years rolled by, but whose determination to survive and prosper 
had only deepened. She had a strong lived-in face topped with a bun of white hair. Jin could remember the days when it used to gleam like black silk.

Mrs Ooi’s shop was so consistently, garishly lit that Jin could not imagine it had ever seen a moment’s darkness. It twinkled against the drab surroundings of the other wholesale outlets. Apart from the glass frontage and the area where the clock hung, the walls were covered with metal shelves. Each was precisely and comprehensively stacked with every known type of dried or preserved foodstuff, and sacks of assorted grades of rice required by hawkers and restaurants alike.

After so many years of receiving his custom, Mrs Ooi would know exactly what he needed, and what was most important to him. “Old ginger, Mrs Ooi. That’s the trick. Not fresh, but old. Aged ginger smells stronger,” Jin used to tell her. “And the best sea salt to rub on the chicken.” In fact, anticipating a quick jaunt, he had a taxi lined up to take him back to the Chinatown complex before he’d even entered the mall housing the wholesalers.

When he entered Mrs Ooi’s premises he found the place devoid of activity. Then he heard a muffled sound from the counter at the far end of the shop.

The slender shape of a spine, clothed in red, gracefully uncurled itself from behind the counter. Catching a glimpse of him through the long black hair that shrouded her face, the young girl breathlessly said, “I dropped my handbag…everything fell out.”

When she brushed her hair back, Jin’s heart lurched as though he’d been slapped, and he failed to stifle the gasp that rose up out of him. “Oh my God,” he blurted. He stood transfixed, his mind trapped in another time, his heart racing, as if he had literally seen a ghost. Secrets he had striven to leave behind over fifty years ago crowded in on him. This cannot be, he thought. The humid air seemed to grow thicker, stifling rational thought. He could barely stop staring at the girl’s face. Who are you? he wanted to ask, but his tongue felt frozen as images kept reworking themselves in his head over and over again, like a nightmare come to life.

The awkward silence stretched and was only broken when the girl looked downwards and released a deep sigh. Those gestures—the lowering of her head, the soft sound of her breath escaping—were sharply familiar to him. Her hair shone under the overhead fluorescent light just as Stephanie’s used to shine, and hung below her shoulders in the precise style that Stephanie had worn hers. There was the same delicacy about her features when she glanced up at him again. He struggled to control his breathing, overcome by a desperate urge to rush to her and take her in his arms, to protect her as he had dreamed of doing so often in the long, painful intervening years. 

The eyes that narrowed questioningly at him were strikingly similar to the ones that had kept him awake for nights on end so many years before. Then the girl offered him a faint smile. He recognised the lips that were full but well defined, quick to smile and tremulous in repose. She had Stephanie’s inconstant facial lines too: one moment firm and confident, the next vulnerable and uncertain. How could this be? This was Stephanie, and yet she was also a stranger.

“Can I help you?” she asked softly, and the voice at least was different, with none of Stephanie’s boarding-school cadence.

Panic seized Jin; he swallowed audibly before managing to respond. “Where is Mrs Ooi?”

“Ah Mah? She’s taken Grandpa to the hospital for his check-up. She’ll be here in another hour,” the girl said, peering at the clock on the wall. “It’s the school holidays. I’m just helping her out.”

Jin’s mouth had gone dry and he could only nod back. In all the years he had been dealing with Mrs Ooi, he had never once imagined she might have a family, let alone a husband who was still alive.

“I-I’ve come for my w-weekly order,” he stuttered. “Lim Teng Jin. Your grandmother should have it ready.”

Meeting this girl who was the double of Stephanie from fifty years ago was forcing him to relive those terrible days all over again—the longing and the yearning and the dreadful acknowledgement of 
his own culpability. Too long enmeshed in his loneliness, as he allowed the shock and fear to escape from him, his mind began to wander back through all the intervening years, to that other miraculous meeting that changed his life forever.


 

 

End of preview. 



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




OEBPS/images/cover.jpeg





