Chapter Thirty





MEI








	From the balcony at our flat, I could see 'Bukit Merah', which is Malay for  'Red Hill'. On any other night, the hill's silhouette rested like a black hump against the grey sky. But on that Mid-Autumn night, over twenty years ago, the full moon lit up the hill. That night, as the white moonlight powdered the red soil, I understood for the first time why Singaporeans called it the Hill of Blood. 


	The Mid-Autumn Festival was the time to remember Chang-E. The gentle wisp of  black that floats against the moon's smooth canvas - that is Chang-E, the maiden of the moon.  “Once upon a time, got a bad Emperor called Hou Yi. He go and steal magic drink from the Queen of  Heaven. Chang-E, his wife, was afraid that if Hou Yi drink the potion and live forever, the people suffer a lot. So she go and steal the potion. She drank the potion, and  ta-dah...she  floated to the moon. Look, look she's there!” My father waved his finger at the moon.


	My father had a bald head that was different from any I had ever  seen on TV - it wasn't polished, clean or shiny (cf Kojak and Yul Brynner). Instead, it looked rather flabby. He looked like a walking buttock. He was dark, his dry skin permanently browned by the tropical sun. He wore the standard outfit for salesmen in Singapore - dark blue trousers and a light, plain, white long-sleeved shirt. My father always wore a singlet because he was afraid that people might see  the nipples beneath his translucent shirt. I never liked my father. My first memories of him was the way he waddled towards me, his hands waving suggestively. He would taunt me, taking two steps forward, two steps back, then flicking his fingertips at my cheek. I disliked those bulging eyes, but most of all, his moustache. It wasn't even really a moustache, just six thin hairs that strayed from his upper lip. As he puckered his lips, making kissing noises, the six strands of hair quivered.


	Every Mid-Autumn  festival, my parents would throw a "moon appreciation" party, where they would eat mooncakes and pomelos, and light lanterns. That particular Mid-Autumn festival, when  I was five, my father showered me with more gifts than usual. There was a deluge of food - four red boxes of mooncakes, and  ten pomelos. The gifts came in even numbers, because the Chinese believed that it was good luck for gifts to come in pairs. The mooncakes were round pastries with a soft golden biscuit shell. Each mooncake that my father bought had a different filling - some mooncakes had plain red-bean paste, but most of them had interesting variations, for example, red-bean paste with salted duck egg-yolks, dark bean paste with lotus seeds, custard paste with sunflower seeds.


	"Wah, this mooncake inside even got durian. So expensive. See I so good to you, always buy you presents," my father said. He winked at  me.


	I lowered my head. "Thank you," I whispered.


	This gave my father an excuse to stroke my face and say, "You so polite. Eat mooncake, don't shy. You so pretty. That's why we called you  Mei, you  so pretty." 


	"Why you cry for?" my father asked me. He peeled two pomelos. "I want you to have everything." The Cantonese name for  'pomelo' was yow, which had the same meaning as 'have'. "I also got a special present for you." 


	 It was a huge red lantern.


	"This is the best in the shop," he told me, "The most expensive one. Only the best for my prettiest girl." He stroked my face. "Come, take picture, stand behind the lantern." He shot some photos. I  started to move away, but he said, "Take more pictures, film is cheap, film is cheap. You look so beautiful tonight." He snapped five more shots.


	"Come, we go outside," he said, "I take you for a walk with your lantern."


	My mother wanted to come along too, but my father said, "Ah, this type of thing, play lantern, only children do. You want to come along for what? I accompany her good enough already.”


	Downstairs, the children ran with their lanterns but my father took me firmly by the hand and led me away from the others. "Here so dangerous," he said, "Maybe they try and burn your lantern."


	If you were carrying a candle lantern, you were susceptible to attacks from children who would try to extinguish your flame by shooting pellets from their home-made blowpipes. The pellets would smash the lantern to the ground, and the children would cry "kwei tu-tu" as the lantern burnt, and the victim cried.


	"I bring you to Red Hill," my father said, "There no children. Much safer."





	*





	There was no other hill like Bukit Merah. It was red deep down, red soaked every grain, steeped every pore. Scrape the earth's crust, and you will find no grey rocks, green grass or brown weeds. You will find nothing,  but red dust.


	A car rumbled up the hill, boiling a fog behind it. Every moving thing created a crimson cloud of dirt; the dust took its time settling down. My father walked out of the car, up the path, and lifted the cloud as high as his waist; I ran up the hill, my flip-flops snapping against the ground, and the cloud rose above my head. 


	The moonlight fell like chalk dust, and it mingled with the rusty  cloud. The air was red and white powder.


	"See here so quiet," he said, "Got so much space to run around."


	"I want to go home," I said.


	"Go home lo. But if you not careful, you walk off by yourself, after that you sink in the blood."  


	My father told me the story of Red Hill: 


	Many years ago, the sea was infested with swordfish. They killed the fishermen, so the people on the island had no food. Whenever the Sultan sent his soldiers to attack the swordfish, they would pierce his men to death. One day, a little boy called Abdul said that he had a plan to destroy the swordfish. Abdul told the Sultan to line the seashore with banana stems. That night, when the swordfish rose to attack, their 'swords' were stuck in the banana stems. The soldiers easily killed the swordfish. 


	Abdul became the national hero, and this made the Sultan jealous. He sent four soldiers to this Hill, where Abdul lived. They sneaked into the attap house, and soldiers stabbed Abdul in his sleep. Blood gushed from the boy's throat, chest, stomach - it flowed like a river, and the soldiers tried to run away but the flood of blood was so great it drowned them. The hill flowed with blood for days, until all the soil was soaked red. 


	"That is why they call this place Red Hill," my father said, "At night, if you not careful, you try to run away by yourself, suddenly the soil become blood, and you will sink in the blood and drown."


 	He pressed  his body against mine, nailing me to the tree. 


	I tried to push my hands out but they were cold, frozen in mid-air. Then my mouth was filled with something wet, and it dribbled down my chest. I rubbed my hands against my chest to dry it, but it was no use, now  my  hands were wet too. My mouth, chest, hands, all dripping. 


	I used all the prayers I knew, prayers my Uncle Cheong taught me, flashes of what he sang to me when he closed my eyes to sleep, I didn’t understand all he said but I used all the words that popped from my memory - Father in heaven hallowed be thy name Jesus loves me this i know cause the Bible tells me so your will be done forgive our transgressions as we forgive those who transgress against us maranatha for thine is the kingdom and power and I am weak but he is strong yes Jesus loves me yes Jesus loves me as I lay me down to sleep I pray the Lord my soul to keep little ones to him belong I am weak but he is strong maranatha  lay me down to sleep Lord my soul to keep amen for thine is the power and the glory now and forever in Jesus' name amen amen maranatha.


	After the prayer, I didn't feel what was happening to me. The peace of God, which passeth all understanding. Instead, I remembered. The two pomelos I ate earlier. Two was a  lucky number. When I bit into the pomelo, the juice squirted in my mouth. Then I lit the lantern, the lantern that was still lit, lying on the grass. The flame danced behind the red paper wall. The wind blew the flame, swerved it side to side, bent it more and more each time.  The flame vanished.	


	The previous time I was at Red Hill, we played ‘zero-point’, my friends held a rope made of  looped rubber bands high above my head. I  sprang, twisted my legs to hook the rope down but my feet got tangled in the bands and I slopped onto the mud. I  rubbed at the stains on my frock, but the red spots  wouldn't go away.  When I  returned home,  my mother saw the soiled dress and  raised her hand to smack me, but I lied - "This boy, he anyhow push me I fell, cut myself" - transforming the mud into blood. Instantly, the lioness turned to jelly, quivering with concern, for the dried brown mud stains did look like spots of  blood. My  feet dangled in the air as my mother  lifted me and shoved my head between those mountainous maternal breasts. "I'll brew some ginseng tea," my mother said, "I'll make some black chicken, red date soup...everything will be okay." For this was Singapore, where there was no problem that a good medicinal meal couldn't solve.


	Tonight, all would have been dark but for the moon.  On previous nights, the moon hung above me,  dirty yellow, like old cheese; tonight it bloomed to life, blazed like burning magnesium. It lit what was hidden on other nights, like the pale blue flowers emerging out of  the damp wood in the roofs below. 


	The moon was like the one in 'E.T.'. When I watched the movie, I  didn't marvel at the boy cycling in the sky, rather, I  gaped at the moon. Never had I  seen anything so big, so bright. But my mother told me it was fake - they did some tricks with cameras and cardboard and blue screens, that the moon could never look like that in real life. But on this night,  it did look like that.


	After the movie, my mother bought me a balloon, but on the way out, pushing through the crowd, a man bumped into her and jarred the balloon out of her grasp. The balloon floated to - ? I always wondered where the balloons went after I  lost them. 


	So I  prayed, and God lifted me to the moon, to build a haven for lost balloons. 


	At the moon palace, I  held  Chang-E's hand, and watched what was happening to me below.  My  frock was dirty. I  didn't know where the soil begin, and the blood ended.
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