Chapter Eighteen





MEI





	I never told anyone about what my father did to me. It was a family matter, an internal affair. And you never talked about internal affairs. 


	During my fourth birthday party, even though they gave me my presents already, for some reason, my aunts sat around me, all twelve of them, their eyes mesmerised by mine. The oldest Aunt asked me, "Is it true that your Mummy and Daddy always argue?" 


	Now this was before I learnt that important lesson about family secrecy. I couldn’t see the danger signs. I didn't know what was going on, but I felt great.  When you're a kid, it's not often that everybody is really interested in what you say, paying attention as if it mattered. So I puffed out my chest and said - "Yes."


	My aunts got such a kick out of that single word, some clapped their hands, while others let loose their held breaths. I never had such an amazing effect before. I had arrived, I was an equal among adults, it was like graduating from the small to the big screen, from being Waitress No. 3 in “Falcon Crest” to landing the lead role in a Spielberg flick.


	“What they argue about?” my Aunt asked. 


	“My Mummy complain that my Daddy never buy her anything. She say when I want something, Daddy always buy, but when she want something, Daddy always tell her - ‘don't waste money’.” 


	Later that night, my mother brought me to her bedroom, shut the door and held my hand. I was confused, because my mother only sat me down if I did something terrible. 


	She said, "Why you tell your aunties bad things about Mummy and Daddy?" 


	I kept quiet. I didn’t understand what I did wrong. My parents argued all the time, it was a normal family activity. I didn’t think it was anything important. I was just giving the facts, and surely the facts couldn't hurt anyone.


	“Next time don't tell your aunties what Mummy and Daddy talk about,” my mother said, “They only want to know so that they can say bad things about us. Laugh about us. They only want to gossip.” 


	 From that day onwards, it was branded into my psyche never to talk about my family.  If anything went wrong, we acted like it never happened. 





*





	My father dropped a pile of books on the table. "See, Daddy love you or not? I bought all this from MPH.”


	“I don't want them,” I said.


	“I bring you to MPH tomorrow and we can exchange it for something you want.”


	“I can get everything I need at the library.”


	“Rubbish. MPH’s the biggest book shop in the country, got all the newest books, how to compare with the library?”


	“I'm never going to MPH again.”


	“Why you like that? Last time you love MPH so much, we had to drag you out there crying.”


	I used to always beg my father to take me to MPH. Once, when I was five, my parents left me there to shop at  Yaohan. When they returned, the store had closed. They panicked, but finally got someone to open up. I was so small,  sitting between the shelves, nobody saw me when they shut the shop. My parents said it was time to go home, but I wouldn't bulge. “Ah, girl, you know MPH used to be the Japanese Secret Police HQ,” my mother said, “they used to torture and kill people right here, right where you’re sitting!” My father nodded and added -	“Yah, last time, they got hang people’s heads from the front door. Last time, war that time, if you sold things in the black market, the Japanese would cut off your head and hang it right outside MPH. We better go before the ghost heads start flying around.” My mother took my arm and said,  “Very scary. Flying heads.” She made ‘whoo whoo’ noises, which (I think) were supposed to be scary ghost sounds. But I simply told my parents - “Five more minutes, I got only two pages left”.


	But now, ten years later, things had changed. I didn’t want my father to take me to the book shop anymore. “You know I love MPH, so every time you do something bad, you think you bring me to MPH, I'll feel okay again,” I said, “I'm not going to play that game.”


	“What you talking about?” my father said, “I never did anything bad to you.”


	“Why else would you go on this book buying binge? Why this sudden surge of concern? You're just feeling guilty after what you did last Thursday, so you suddenly go and spend all this money on books.”


	Last Thursday, my father taught me maths. He drowned me with his whirlpool of noise, all this screaming - what do you get when you differentiate 3x+2y+7? - and I knew the answer, but all that noise,  his hand rose above me, his spit on my face, I went dumb and he hit me.


	“Why you always think the worst of me?” my father said, “I went to the ‘Good Parenting’ seminar at the Community Centre. They told me that I had to be supportive, be interested in my child's work. So many other parents can't be bothered with their children, but I try everything to help you win in life.” My father was a self-help program addict. He believed that everything could be solved via positive imaging, in twelve simple steps. “Good parenting can sow the seeds of life in your child’s future. I just want to help awaken the giant within you.” 


	“My giant is quite happily napping at the moment. If you wake her from her beauty sleep, she’ll be in a really bad mood and probably beat the shit out of you. Why don’t you just leave her alone, and practise all that self-help bullshit on yourself.”


 	“Can't I get you anything? Any book you need, I can buy for you, even if I have to order it from England. Money no problem. I never regret any money I spend on my child.”


	“I just don't want anything from you, nothing you can buy will make me feel good about you.”


	 “Why you learn from your mother to be so petty, so xiao pi chi? Sometimes I do a little thing wrong, then a whole week you just sulk, sulk, sulk. “


	“Shut up and leave me alone.”	


	“You talk to me like that and I'll punch you. Why you treat me like that, no respect?”


	“It's because you're a cancerous pollop on the penis of humanity.”


	“Why? I do everything to help you. Who made you hate me so much? I've done nothing bad to you. I don't know what made you like that.”


  	“That's your problem,” I said, “It's never your fault. If anything screws me up, it's because of the church, or TV, or the English education system. I've got nothing to say to you if you keep pretending you've never done wrong.”


	He clenched his fists. “But what else can it be? I've done nothing wrong. 


It’s your church. Ever since you started reading the Bible you’ve been like this. I got read in the ‘New Paper’ today. All these cults they teach you to follow Jesus and forget about your family. This cult leader even quote the Bible, say whoever does not hate his father and mother cannot follow Jesus.”


	My father blamed the church for everything. He went to a charismatic church once and during worship, people lifted their hands and spoke in tongues. One look at a grown man singing, dripping with tears, and my father freaked. My father kept frowning, muttering - "Obsessed. Cult." - that was his mantra throughout the service. 


	Hysteria controlled my father.





---- entrap your soul


---- suck all the money out of your bank


---- turn you against your father and mother


---- make you a zombie


---- are the root of all evil





	Some people filled in the blanks with “drugs”, “witches”, “communists”, or “foods high in saturated fat.” For my father, it was "cults". The Bible, church and prayer were the religious equivalent of soft drugs. You should never touch pot because it will invariably lead to a crack addiction that will vacuum all your cash, leaving you a brainless mess licking your own vomit and turning tricks, giving blow jobs to any john to get money for your next fix. Likewise,  if you love Jesus with utter devotion, this spark of zeal can only lead to the furnace of cult-hood - a life spent selling flowers at the airport,  wearing electronic headsets, performing multiple sex with monks in saffron robes, living in an underground nuclear shelter, cut off from family and friends, convinced that now is the time of Armageddon, time to drop toxic gas canisters on all the sinners in this evil world.


	The media feeds this hysteria. When was the last time you heard a positive cult story? “Lisa Chew escaped her abusive family to join the Light of the Holy Vision, and she has now found peace, love and endless bliss. She is a shining example for us all. And now to Michael for the weather.” I can't talk to my father about Christ without him going ballistic. He doesn't want to be convinced, doesn't want to realise that fervency doesn't necessarily suck you into mindless fanaticism. He fanatically avoids fanaticism.


	“I got better idea than going to MPH,” my father said, “Why don’t we go East Coast Park? Or Sentosa? Go see the new Underwater World, can see real sharks. Anywhere you want to go, I bring you. A lot of fun.” 


	“I'm never going on any trips with you,” I said.	


	“There must be something I can do for you.”


	“You can't do anything. You can't buy my forgiveness.”


	He shook his head. “Why you don't let me help you? I just want to help you be the best you can be.” 


	“You know nothing about what I want.” 


	“Anything you want, I'll give it to you.”


	“You always get me the wrong thing. I tell you I want something, you give me something else.”


	“So test me. Tell me what you want me to do and I'll do it.”


	I thought for a while.


	“I want to be,” I said, “an orphan.”


 	


	*





	My mother came into the room. “I want to talk to you about something.”


	Everything inside me suddenly went cold. During these talks, even though my mother starts by saying that she loves me,  the conversation always ends up revealing some hamartia of mine. “I want to talk to you about something” was the preface of  the anti-aunt speech she gave when I was four.


	Tonight, even though the humid heat sat heavy on my shoulders, all the while a coldness pin-pricked up my arm, seeped into my heart and spread through the rest of my body. 	I clenched my stomach, prepared to mutter ‘uh-huh’ or ‘yeah’ at the appropriate junctures.


	My mother sighed. “Your father told me to talk to you. You know how he's like, always going on about the same thing until you go mad. If I don't talk to you, he'll keep nagging me.” 


	“Well, just say your bit and leave me alone.”


	"He just wants to get involved with your life,  buying the books. Why don't you chin-chai, anyhow? Just pretend that you like the books. He just wants you to let him love you, that's all.”


	I lip-farted. “If he loves me, I won't like to see what he does to people he hates.”


	“Got which other father love their daughter like your father? He spend so much money, brings you on all these trips to educate you. I young that time, my family so poor, we go Malaysia very good already. Sometimes I think it's maybe we spoilt you too much. That's why you’re always so rude to your father. So ungrateful.”


	My mother thinks I'm spoilt because I never appreciate anything my father gives me. My grandfather never gave anything to my mother, he was so stingy, he wouldn't even buy clothes for my mother. She had to sew her own school uniform. My father, on the other hand, lavished luxuries on me. 


	“Every time we go on a trip, whether it's Malaysia, or just going to Orchard,” I said, “whenever we get lost, he hits me.”


	“Your father just got a bad temper sometimes,” my mother said, “When he's in a bad mood, don't go ca jiao him. Don’t disturb him, just leave him alone.”


	“Don't you see he's psychoed us into thinking it's our fault that he hits us? It's not up to us to find a way to endure. He's the one who needs to change.”


	“If we didn't have to go in the car, everything would be okay. That was on Ophrah Winfrey once - couples who argue - and the professor from Michigan said that most arguments take place in the car. Once your father in the car, he go mad.”


	“Yet you make me sit in front with him.”


	“I can't read when I'm in the car. I look at the map and I want to vomit.”


	“You make me navigate so I get hit instead.”


 	“I sit in front, he drive me mad, but you could always cope.”


	“I've been coping for you since I was ten. You're my mother. How can you always leave things to me?”


	“Your father listens to you. He thinks I'm stupid, but you read all these books, you can talk so well, you can reason with him.”


	I started to say something but couldn't. My feelings rose and stuck in my throat like a hard red ball, choking the words. I flung the can away, but missed the bin. The cola trickled onto the green marble tiles. Usually my mother would go mad about the mess, but she didn't do anything this time.


	“I sometimes think compared to your father, I'm such a bad mother. He works all day, so tiring, but he still go MPH and shop for all those books for you. He loves you the most.”


	Words still stuck in my throat. I spat each word out slowly. "Don't - ever - dare - say - that - again." 


	"Why you hate him so much?"





*





	She knew,  she always knew, and yet she still gave me all that love shit. She saw everything, watched what happened when I was six. On that sunny Saturday morning, she had been standing there beside the shadow of the door, a silent witness. 


	That Saturday morning I had been lying in bed, my blanket covering me from the sun's glare and the marauding mosquitoes. Determined to sleep in, I lay in bed despite of the heat, ignoring the sweat that slicked my neck.  Upstairs, Mrs Lam was renovating her flat, cutting tiles, filling the block with the screech of metal on marble. 


	My father came into the room and said, "Wake up, sleepy head, the sun shining on your backside already." 


	I ignored him. 


	"C'mon, Daddy take you to MPH," he said. 


	I did not move. Then he lifted my shirt.


	I don't know why it made me feel so bad. It was nothing much, just touching. His hands weren't rough, they glided lightly over my back and down my pants. But I could feel it all, my nerves pricked, cold, alert, the hairs on my skin erect.  


	What really got me was his voice, full of insinuation, the same voice he used when he was drunk at the restaurant and told the waitress, “The buns you gave us very nice to eat, I want to eat your buns.” He touched me and said with that same playful voice, “I know you're awake, huh, huh.”


	I said nothing, did nothing, just laid there, frozen, each stroke paralysed me with shame. 


	Why did he do it? Maybe if he was drunk, I would understand. But he wasn't drunk, his breath didn't smell of alcohol. It smelt of mint, Colgate mint. 


	I heard my mother's voice - “She doesn't want to wake up, just leave her alone.”


	All the time she had been there, as usual, like she was in the car, watching and doing nothing. I knew what she did after that, what she always did. She would sit on her bed and rationalise. My father was only trying to wake me up. My father was only playing with me. Nothing bad had happened, really.


	When my father left, I locked myself in the bathroom. Crouched in the bathtub, biting my nails, I couldn't do anything, nobody could do anything, not my friends, my teachers, my mother. The tub was damp, it soaked my pants, my butt turned cold, but I didn't move, even when the mosquitoes landed on my leg, sucked my blood, I just sat there, my head bowed, eyes shut and hands clasped. I prayed that God would kill my father.





*





	Later that evening, my father came into my room and said, “Your mother told me you thought I molested you this morning. I never molested you. I was only playing with you. Molesting, only evil men do that.”


	“I didn’t imagine it,” I said. “I wasn’t dreaming.”


	“I know how you feel. Children, they always think things worse than they actually are. You play with them, they think you're molesting them. I young that time, my parents always fought, I was always angry with my father because I thought he made my mother upset. But after my father died, I saw my mother missed him a lot. Then I realised their arguments weren't so bad.”


	My mother believed his explanation. She never did anything more about my  father, and I never told anyone about our family’s internal affairs. Case closed. After that Saturday, I decided not to tell my mother about what happened at Red Hill. She wouldn’t be able to handle it. What happened that Saturday was nothing compared to what happened at Red Hill. And if my mother couldn’t even deal with something so ‘small’, how could she cope with something like Red Hill?





*





	When God didn’t kill my father, I thought about doing it myself. Maybe I should hack him to death in his bed. But that would wake my mother, she might try to stop me, and I didn't want her to get in the way of my chopper. Murder is never convenient. 


	Another time, I tried punching my father into a messy pulp, but I was six then, and he just stood there, laughing, put his arms under my armpits, swung me in the air, while all the time my palms slapped his face. He just kept laughing. Later, at the swimming pool, we played ‘Monster’. I held his head under the water for as long as I could, kept clutching his hair, but he clawed my fingers off his head. I stamped my feet against his shoulders, kept pushing him down but he flipped me off and burst out of the water, gasping. He sputtered, shook the water from his eyes, and laughed. "I’ll be the monster again," he said.


 	That's what they always think - ‘everything children do, they do for fun.’ Why did he laugh at everything I said? Why was I so cute whenever I said I hated him? He wouldn't stop when I told him it wasn't fun, it might be great for him but it wasn't for me, I hated it, it hurt, but he laughed, he was having so much fun with playing with me he didn't see it wasn't  fun for me.
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