Chapter Twenty Seven





ANDY








	I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I’m really a lapsed atheist. You know people who claim to be Catholics, but don’t practise? Well, I’m like a non-practising atheist. I don’t believe in God, but I can’t help acting like I do. Like I know that God doesn’t exist, but sometimes I’m walking down the street, the sky burns red, and I suddenly go - “God, it’s beautiful. You’re amazing” - totally involuntarily. Then I have to quickly remind myself that God doesn’t exist. The sunset is just like, nice weather. It doesn’t have any divine transcendence. 


I also try to completely avoid Christians, because most of them are like, so uncool. Their cringe factor is unbelievable. At university, you could easily spot the Christian: the girls looked as if they’d never experienced any vaginal penetration, the guys always carried guitar cases, and they all lived in rooms filled with posters of Bible verses, soft-focus rainbows, and fluffy kittens. But I have to admit I actually liked some of them. I mean, they can be like, quite nice. Sometimes, my more ‘with-it’ friends spot me sitting in Americana with some Christian Union bird, and that’s like, really dangerous, because if people think that you’re a member of the celibate C.U. set, you’ll never pull. So whenever any of my mates say that they saw me standing outside a church, I quickly do some lad stuff, like, ‘I only went there to see if there were any girls I could ‘break in’. Churches are great, they’re like the original Virgin Megastore.”   


But worst of all, even though I don’t believe in God, whenever I’m in trouble, I start praying. I don’t know why. It just happens.


	It happened again on the beach that night. I lay on the wet sand, crying for help. I prayed hard for God, but hoped just as hard that God wouldn’t come, because if He really existed, what with the life I’ve lived - shit - I’d be in big trouble. If I converted, I’d have to stop gambling and drinking. I might even have to start flossing.


	While I was praying, for some reason, I remembered a conversation I had with Mei a few weeks ago. She had brought me to Haw Par Villa, a.k.a. the Tiger Balm Gardens. Founded by a herbal doctor, Aw Chu Kin, the park was scattered with ads proclaiming the miraculous, cure-all qualities of Tiger Balm lotion. Haw Par Villa is one weird place. It’s like a Chinese religious theme park, a Confucian Madame Tussauds. We queued up for an hour to get on the Wrath of the Water Gods roller-coaster ride, took a tour of a dragon’s mouth during our Tales of China Boat Ride. Every exhibit was didactic. All around you were examples of good being rewarded, and evil punished. “Haw Par Villa is like a microcosm of Singapore,” Mei said, “It’s a simulated, totalitarian utopia. Like Disney World with a moral.” 


	We arrived at the Ten Courts of Hell. Concrete and wire sculptures depicted various gruesome tortures, all of it designed with loving attention to blood and internal organs. The artist also had a particular predilection for spilt intestines. To my left, a demon cleavered a food thief in half, soaking the wooden chopping board in blood. To my right, a green ghoul fried a man to death, a self-righteous smirk on his face, convinced that the victim was merely getting his just desserts. 


	Mei told me her grandfather first brought her here when she was six. Unbelievable. There are many things I don’t understand about Singapore. Like the government won’t let kids watch violent R(A) movies until they’re twenty-one, but they’ll happily allow parents to bring their toddlers to see a blue demon ripping out a man’s kidneys. I don’t know about you, but I find this rather strange, and more than slightly disturbing.


	“What are you supposed to do to avoid something like this?” I asked.


 “That’s the problem, people always want to know what to do,” Mei said, “The most common question people ask when they first meet someone is -  ‘What do you do?’, as if our identity is defined by our activities. We think that as long as we do something, as long as we go some place, as long as we keep in motion, things will get better. Though we’re unhappy, if only we could get a better job, get married, have children, wear nicer clothes, have a better haircut, take up a new hobby, meet new people - things will improve. If only we could afford to buy a dish washer, and a car with power steering, air bags and auto gears - then our lives will be less hassle. If only we exercised more, reduced our body fat, toned our muscles, increased our flexibility - what we’ll lose in weight, we’ll gain in self-esteem. If only we didn’t have Chairman Mao for a boss, if only we could get better grades, close that deal, win that account, break that world record, lift that trophy, appear on TV, then we’ll have it made, we’ll have done something with our lives.”


	“You’re talking about me, aren’t you?” I said.


“No, not just you. Me and Eugene too. When we were kids, we all thought - whether it was Singapore or Holland or England - we were stuck in a dead end place. We couldn’t wait to get out, we all thought that, if we travelled somewhere else, things would improve. There’s excitement over the other side of the mountain, the horizon over the next hill blazes red and glorious. The grass is greener on the other side. That’s why I was so angry with my parents for not letting me go to England. But then I talked to Eugene, and saw how unhappy he is. Even though he’s lived in so many places, he’s still miserable. I realised that being bored had nothing to do with Singapore, it had to do with me. If your life has no meaning, no matter where you go, you won’t find what you’re looking for. You can change places, change environments, but you’ll still feel shit, because you haven’t changed. We’re all looking for something on the outside. But the problem is with us, with the fact that inside, we’re dead. We drift, like disembodied spirits, empty, wandering the famished road, desperate for someone to feed us, searching for something to give us life. We’re all hungry ghosts.”


	“But what can we do?”


	“We’re going to keep on wandering until we have God,” Mei said, “That’s what I always tell Eugene - God made us, and our hearts are restless until they rest in him. God is our the ultimate reward. He doesn't give peace, he is our peace. He doesn't give power, he is our power. He loves us so much, he doesn’t just want to give us everything, he wants to be our everything. He doesn't give joy or wealth or glory or power or freedom, he is all these things himself. He gives himself to us.”


“How did you find God?” 


Mei told me about what happened to her while she was under the table at her grandfather’s funeral.  “I know it’s difficult to believe. How do you describe meeting God? Unless you’ve actually experienced it, it’s difficult to believe that it can happen, because there’s nothing else in the world like it.”


I told Mei about what happened to me by the river when I was a kid. “If I really saw God, why don’t I have the cup? Why don’t I have any proof that it was really God I saw, proof that it wasn’t just some accident? Why do I only have these scars on my thighs?”


‘My Uncle Cheong told me a story once’, Mei said. Once upon a time, there was a humble fisherman called Ahmad. He lived on the tiny island of Temasek, a long time ago, many, many years before Raffles turned this quiet fishing village into the busy port that we now call Singapore. One sunny morning, Ahmad went out to catch some fish, as he did every morning. He cast his net over the emerald waters, but he did not catch anything. Puzzled, he flung his net out again, but again his net came back empty. This worried him, for he knew how his wife, Puan Ahmad, would scold him if he did not bring home any fish. He loved her, but he knew that she had a bad temper, especially if she was hungry. So, with a sigh and a prayer, he threw his net one last time, and to his surprise, this time the net was so heavy he could barely lift it! He huffed, and puffed, until he finally heaved the net into the boat. Only after he saw what was in his boat, did he understand why his catch was so heavy. There, tangled in the middle of the net, was a mermaid! 


‘Please release me,’ the mermaid begged. ‘If you will let me go, I will bring you to my Master, the Ruler of the Sea, and He will surely reward you.’ 


‘Baik lah,’ Ahmad said, for he was a kind man, and not the type who enjoyed trapping mermaids. 


The mermaid smiled and held Ahmad’s hand. ‘Hold your breath,’ she said, and with those words she jumped into the sea and dragged Ahmad into the deep. 


Ahmad was surprised yet again. He could breathe under water, just like he could in the air! He swam after the mermaid, past the swaying seaweed and the colourful corals. They swam and swam, until they finally arrived at the entrance of a black cave. 


The mermaid knocked on the door, and when it opened, Ahmad could hardly keep his eyes open. The light from the cave dazzled him, for it was full of treasures -


rubies, sapphires, and other precious stones lay scattered, like stray rocks, on the pearl floor. The walls were made of gold, and the bright diamond ceiling shone like a lamp through the liquid air. 


The mermaid took Ahmad gently by the hand, and led him to a feast. On the table were jugs of wine, loaves of bread and plates piled high with the fowl of the air and the fishes of the sea. 


‘Take and eat,’ the mermaid said, ‘Here is your reward. God is here prepared and dressed, God, in whom are all delights.’ 


Ahmad smiled, and ate to his heart’s content. 


After he finished, Ahmad bent down and picked up a pocketful of pearls. 


When he returned home, he told his wife everything that happened. 


‘Why you never bring back any fish?’ she said, ‘You think you can trick me with that stupid story?’ 


Ahmad protested his innocence. To prove the truth of his tale, he put his hand into his pocket and pulled out - a pearl. “But darling, sayang, I really did take some pearls. These really were pearls.’


‘Hah! I knew you were lying! I know what you’ve really been up to.’ She sniffed his face. ‘I can smell it. You’ve been out drinking and whoring.’ She slapped the back of his head. 


Ahmad returned to the sea the next day, and cried out again and again for the mermaid. When she finally appeared, Ahmad begged her to take him back to the cave. She agreed, so Ahmad went to the cave and took three bars of gold to prove to his wife that he was telling the truth.


When he returned home, he said to his wife - ‘Come sayang, I show you I wasn’t lying. See I got bring back these gold bars.’


He pulled out the gold bars, but they had turned into wooden logs! 


‘You’ve been out the whole morning again and again you never bring home any fish.’ She sniffed his face. ‘Hah! I knew it. You’ve been out drinking and whoring.’ 


So yet once more, Ahmad returned to the ocean and begged the mermaid to bring him back to the cave. This time, when he entered the cave, he scooped many, many rubies into his basket. He swam back to the surface, but when he looked in his basket, he found that the rubies had turned into red rocks! 


Ahmad moaned. ‘What am I going to do?’ he asked the mermaid, ‘If I go home like this, my sayang will scold me again. How come all the treasure I take from the cave turns into rubbish?’ 


‘You cannot take the things from heaven to earth,’ said the mermaid.


 ‘Why not?’ 


‘If you want to enjoy the fruits of the cave, you have to go there yourself. My Master doesn’t want people to believe in Him because they’ve seen the gifts you bring. If you could bring the gifts from the cave to them, then they would rely on you and not go to the cave themselves. My Master wants people to believe in Him, not because of the gifts you bring, but because they know Him too. He wants them to come to Him and taste Him for themselves.’





	For the first time in my life, I actually met someone who could explain what happened to me by the river all those years ago. But I still didn’t know if I could commit. “I don’t know. I’ve been to church and it doesn’t do anything for me,” I said, “I’m just not into all that happy-clappy singing stuff.
