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Leaving one’s post? One's responsibility?

Returning home? To which country?
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23rd December 2003

How Wee and Sy Ren,

| awoke breathless. [t was as if the air in my lungs had
somehow been cruelly pumped out, leaving behind

a vacuum. An absence.

Could it have been the short film, a.project doomed
from the start, staffed with 30 eager actors, which |
had to cancel at the very last minute? Or perhaps it
was the loss of the backyard of my childhood home
to the teeming numbers of golden-haired, blue-eyed

children from the newly built Australian school?

So was my discomfort the result of this absence? Or

was it purely the result of an overwhelming sense of

loss?
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[ must admit | have a phobia, an irrational one no
doubt, that the pace of change, this overwhelming
need to tear down, construct, modify, beautify,
sanitise, this restlessness which some may call
dynamism has intruded upon my memory, my past,

me.

One building is torn down; another easily takes its
place. If only memories could be built with glass,
concrete and steel, so easily erased and replaced,
for | realised | had become lost, wandering in an
increasingly alien landscape where my earliest
memories have lost all its connections to the present

which makes them open to be called fantasy.

Yet, there are places left that assured me that my
memories had been real. It was to one such place

that | headed, as | managed to catch my breath again.

The Katong Confectionery, otherwise known as The

Red House, is a past era trapped within a coffee
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shop. Never mind that the revolving ceiling propeller
fan bearing the burden of time made the temperature
indoors almost indistinguishable from the afternoon
heat outside. It was absolute comfort that | felt as |
sat there with my customary cup of jet-black coffee
and plate of cream puffs on the table. Almost in a
daze, | absorbed the slow rhythm of activity around
me, the greying waiters shuffling towards the tables,
their slow yet sure steps testimony to the one
continuous dance started eighty years ago when the
first cup of coffee was served and which continues

in the cup that | was drawing small sips from.

Was | the only one to be drawn to this link to our
past? On the pretext of photographing the coffee
shop, | did my turns on the tables, asking the
customers on their feelings towards the shop. Most
like the two smoking businessman types, quite
surprised at being suddenly detached from the calm
of the Red House were at a loss for words and simply

said," Well, it's just very nice lor. "
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