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Song is Being - All that was near is now distant
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| plucked up my courage and opened the door. It has
been a long time since | last went into this Cha Chaan
Teng. The clock above the bar reads one minute past
seven. It’s early. There are only a handful of customers.
The Cha Chaan Teng is more or less the same as |
remembered — shabby, but not unbearable. The space
looks exactly the same, with the same old tables and
chairs, only they now feel much smaller in size. They used
to put up hand-written menus on the wall, now they’re
printed in Times New Roman. | recognize the waiter. His
hair is greying, he is wearing the same white uniform, and
is still in charge of the corner under the clock, watching
the news on TV. The box TV has been replaced by a
plasma model, tuned in to the local news channel. The
Cha Chaan Teng owner sits at the cashier by the
entrance, and didn’t even care to raise his head as | went
in. The owner used to read newspapers, and now reads
from his smartphone. Just as | remembered, the owner
frowns a lot.

He is seated in a booth in the middle of the right side,
with his back facing the entrance and the TV. He hasn’t
noticed me. He seems to be contemplating about
something. | am about to take a seat opposite him as the
waiter brings me a cup of hot water, swiftly takes out a
pen from his shirt pocket, heavily stained with blue lines.
He then stares at me in silence with a notepad in his left
hand. Since | was a child, | have always felt that Cha
Chaan Teng waiters were kind of like examiners. They
grade my life based on what | order and the amount of
time | took to make that decision. Only the utterly self-
assured can pass such a test. That is precisely why | was
intimidated by the idea of coming to a Cha Chaan Teng. |
quickly read aloud the first lines from the menu -
pineapple bun with butter and hot lemon coffee.

The waiter glances at me and jots down my grade with
his comment. He places my mark sheet on the table and
walks to the bar. It actually reads hot coffee instead of
hot lemon coffee on the menu, but since | was only half
awake and nervous, | ordered hot lemon coffee by
mistake. Perhaps that was why the waiter gave me that
look? | don't know.

Quietly seated in front of me, he observed all this. He is
clean-shaven and looks full of energy. His smile, like his
azure blazer, has a comforting quality. He teases me,
“Hot lemon coffee? Does it taste good?” “I have no idea,
I’'ve never tried it before. We'll see.”

It has been 22 years since | last saw him.



J.H. D'Anglebert
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“Why do you want to meet me all of a sudden?” |
asked.

He hesitates and says, “My vision is deteriorating
because of an inherited eye disease. My right eye has
been permanently blinded since June, and now my
left eye can barely see. | can only see blurry images
in blue, green or yellow hues. Before my eyesight is
completely gone, | want to see Rainbow* and you
one last time.

(*Choi Hung: literally means rainbow in Cantonese)

At this moment, a red sports car stops in front of the
Cha Chaan Teng. The driver kept the engine running,
making excessive and annoying noises. The owner is
still frowning. Everyone in the Cha Chaan Teng
seemed indifferent to the rumbling noise. They kept
their eyes fixated on their smartphones while
thoughtlessly eating.

I look into his eyes. Somehow | was expecting to hear
about his exciting life that | have not been part of,
not about the future that he is about to lose.

G.F. Handel
Armida Abbandonata, HWV 105
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We grew up together in Rainbow. Back then,
Rainbow was all white. Everyday after class, we
would play together at his home in Kam Pik House.
We would first pretend to study by watching ETV#
programmes. Afterwards we would phone our
friends, and play football in the playground
downstairs.

#ETV= Educational Television programmes tailored
to the local primary school curriculum



FALBFRATRIRRE > BfVNEERN - B
AIEBIRHREE « EARGEEZRARY
iGN EEK © 2ERBIE T ABEEIRR/
BRI > BREAL T TR 1E 55 £ RIEK
15 - (BARMM AT » FEEEE - Boff
X BB > BIRBTEIK - FffiE
FERE—ESERE - BRIMER > MAILS
ISERENBEPERAEK EHAESR
fEEE0 -

HERE » B EFAEIRER - EEEM
T ABEHEZNRARE - S/REMLE
BOR > BEEAERN > EfMERERR
REE > WHRBRSEMILLE—E -
BEFRItMEAL SR > TNEBRERRDE -
BREATHEERRL - |

BERRNERFL > BFIRELEH MR
B2 > S BMEERE 7L - TMEBRET - f
FSEADm E TR E - BIRREMABKER
H - RE—EHEDK - ERMMEIREERY
BR - BB RZE L THER » RERNE
THEES > BIRIFBRIESERITSR
EIEEZBEAE - BH—EREBES
fit, » KM BEZEEK > FIEB N AEL -

There were certain rules in Rainbow. Only secondary
school students were to play in the football field on
the car park’s roof. Primary school kids could only
use the small playground in front of Kam Pik House
as our own football field. But the concrete floor of
the playground was rugged, covered in small stones
and sharp edges. We always had small cuts on our
knees and elbows after a competitive game. When
we went back to his home, his mum would apply
antiseptic solutions to treat our cuts and wounds.

It was a painful process. As a child, | thought that
having my cuts disinfected was the worst pain
anyone could ever bear. | could not help but scream
every single time when the antiseptic powder
brushed against my wound. But he, unlike me, would
keep his mouth shut and kept silent. He used to say
“Pain is inevitable, whether we want it or not. It
won’t stop me from returning to the playground!”

When were in the 5th grade, both of our families
applied to the Home Ownership Scheme and
eventually moved out of Rainbow. It was around that
time when Rainbow got its renovation - the colours
of the Rainbow were painted. Since then, we haven’t
seen each other, we didn’t play football together,
and no longer got new wounds on our knees. | heard
that he got into the University of Hong Kong, studied
abroad and got a job in finance. | supposed he has a
successful life. | have thought about getting in touch
again, to ask him to play football together sometime,
but | did not have the courage.
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The waiter served us our food — Egg Tart, hot
Milk Tea, Pineapple Bun with Butter, hot
Lemon Coffee.

Barely able to see, he locates his cup of milk
tea by sensing the heat, and sets it right in
front of himself. And then his starts to search
for something on the table with his hands. |
take it upon myself, grab the pot of sugar and
ask how much sugar he wants. He raises his
voice and says bluntly,

“You have no idea how sweet | like my milk
teal”

| put the pot of sugar back on the table. He
slowly holds the pot near his left eye. He
opens the lid and took a small spoonful of
sugar. It took him some time to measure the
right amount of sugar and finally pours it into
his cup of milk tea. He didn’t say a word while
while stirring his milk tea. | ask, “Are you
scared of what your life will become, knowing
that eventually you’ll lose your sight?”

H.I.F. Biber
Passacaglia (Guardian Angel)
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He takes a sip of milk tea, calming down
slowly.

“Why don’t you try to taste the pineapple bun
with closed eyes?”

Hesitantly, | take a bite of the pineapple bun.
It is warm, crunchy and savoury. This Cha
Chaan Teng has managed to keep up its high
standard. | cannot help but take a second bite
with my eyes closed.
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“l thought, blindness was complete darkness, that
there would be nothing to see at all. But now, even
when | close my eyes at night, | would see a faint
mist of yellow and blue tones. In fact, | cannot see
complete darkness because of my eye disease. Isn’t it
ironic?

Becoming blind gradually is like watching a very very
slow sunset. Day by day, scenes and colors before
me fade and lose their vibrance. Until one day, they
disappear entirely in the distance, and can never be
seen again.

To give up is easy, one can always quit at any time.
But | have already been through so much. | don’t
want to let go. | would rather keep going. | will try
hard to remember all that | have seen with my own
eyes, and | believe that their nature will not change
or disappear just because of my blindness. All | need
is to learn to feel their presence with my other
senses.

He picks up his egg tart, smells it without hurrying
and takes a big bite.

| watched him finish the egg tart while | take the first
sip of the unfamiliar lemon coffee. The mixture of
bitter coffee and sour lemon juice is a very strange
taste indeed. Too strange that one would not want
to take a big gulp. Certainly it would keep one’s mind
clear. “I think you might like lemon coffee,” offering
him a sip of my drink. He said, “Don’t muddle my
palate. | still want to eat the egg tart.”

The sports car finally left. Quietness returns to the
Cha Chaan Teng, The weather reporter on TV says,
“The Hong Kong Observatory has just issued tropical
cyclone warning signals no.1.” The morning sky
dimmed, it will probably rain very soon. The Cha
Chaan Teng owner puts down his smartphone, walks
outside and looks up at the sky. The waiter follows
him. They both point at the sky, exchanging a few
words and start to laugh loudly. The other customers
look out as well, murmur something.

M.P. de Monteclair
Le dépit généreux
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We keep chatting in the Cha Chaan Teng until
he suddenly seemed distracted. He lifts the
glass lid of his watch open, and reads time by
touching the hour and minute hands. | look at
the clock above the bar: one minute past ten.
He says he is running out of time. He must go.
| say | will stay for a while longer.

He takes out a 50-dollar bill in purple colour
from one of the many compartments in his
wallet. The Cha Chaan Teng owner says
nowadays 50-dollar bill in purple is extremely
rare. He says, “Now that | cannot see, all 50-
dollar bills are in purple.” The Cha Chaan Teng
owner smiles. He gives him change: 28 dollars
exactly.

As he walks out the Cha Chaan Teng, he turns
back, facing the bar and says, “I wish when |
come back next time, Egg Tart is still Egg Tart,
Milk Tea is still Milk Tea, Cha Chaan Teng is
still Cha Chaan Teng.”
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Les Voix Humaines (Human Voices)
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English translation by Alison Lau



