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Abstract

This thesis in Creative Writing comprises two parts. The memoir, Patchwork
Someone, is a ‘coming of faith’ story that deals with themes of religious
certainty and mental illness. It is set primarily in Hong Kong, in the period
encompassing the region’s handover from British sovereignty back to China.
The memoir recounts how, as a teenager engaged in a search for belonging, I
encountered Evangelical Christianity, and found an allure in the church that
was juxtaposed against the instability of mentally ill family members and my
own experimentation with drugs. The memoir then describes a mental health
crisis that followed more than a decade later, when, as a committed believer
and church member, I had a serious incident of self-harming. Recovery
follows, but the book departs from the classic conversion arc because it lacks
an explicit conclusion and alludes, instead, to the value of negative capability.
The accompanying critical work, Religious Memoir in a Secular Age, is a
study of the influence of the Confessions of Saint Augustine on apparently non-
religious contemporary life-writing. Although the Confessions is regularly
cited as the first example of autobiographical writing, there has been little
investigation into it by the creative writing community. This critical
commentary seeks to address the shortage, and analyses how religious
memoirists who strive for diverse audiences can gain insight from a close
reading of the Confessions. It offers a brief history of religion in self-life
writing, and identifies written forms of religious practices that are evidenced in
the Confessions, namely prayer, confession, reflection and testimony.
Contemporary articulations of these practices are identified in eight memoirs
published between 1985 and 2016 for comparison. Regardless of the changing
influence of religion in society, the urges that first prompted Augustine to write

his memoir prevail, and continue to be expressed in contemporary literature.
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Part 1

Patchwork Someone

A Memoir



Prologue

12 January, 2005

‘Attempted suicide.” Not the words I would have chosen, but there you go. I
had finally landed myself in hospital and, once you’ve done that, your opinion
doesn’t really matter anymore, anyway. I stared up at the white ceiling over the
green-tiled walls and pretended I was in the sky looking down. Hot tears ran
off my face and, as one pooled in my ear, the silence gave way to a buzzing
sound, which crescendoed, then cleared. I could hear the sound of sobbing. I
listened, and after a minute I realised that it was me making it. Here I was,
lying disjointed on a table, sobbing like a guilty child awaiting a scolding.

‘Sad?’

Someone else was here. I could feel her touch on my shoulder. It was kind.
She was not here to judge. She was here to fix me in the only way she was
qualified. She was sewing up my wrist.

‘Yes, I’'m sad...” and, as I answered, I re-entered my body. All hope that it
had all been a bad dream disappeared. I made an awkward attempt at a joke.
‘I’'m missing my favourite TV show.’

She didn’t laugh. There was a matter-of-factness about her. A nurse needs
that to do her job. This is what I told myself.

‘I’m finished now. Someone will come and get you in a few minutes.’



I lay, with no choice but to begin the process of trying to figure out how
this had happened. I began by reviewing the events of the past hour. I had
stormed away from an argument. I was jealous. I slammed the study door and
locked myself in. I took a blade to my left wrist. I screamed as I pressed down
hard and pulled, fast. Blood gushed out and spilled to the floor, and two drips
turned into a sizeable puddle before I had even drawn a breath.

It was a mistake. It was a very bad idea. No, not an idea, because that
would suggest forethought. This had been an impulse, a reflex, definitely not
premeditated. It was a mistake. I wanted it undone, but there is no way to undo
a haemorrhage alone. This time I had gone too far.

Tom was pounding on the door to the study and, for the briefest moment, I
had worried what he would make of me, standing in a puddle of my own blood.
I looked at the door handle and knew I needed to unlock it before I fainted—
there was a lot of blood, and my head was starting to fuzz. He pushed past my
feeble attempt to open the door just a crack. His eyes trailed the mess on the
floor.

‘Let me see it.” He used his serious voice. I was, once again, the naughty
child. My right hand clutched my left wrist and hugged it to my chest, hoping
elevation might slow the gush.

‘Show me!’

I wanted to hide it, but my limbs obeyed my husband. Both of my arms
lowered to show Tom the full extent of the damage. I shut my eyes and turned
my head away. Tom didn’t speak. He went to fetch a towel from the room
opposite. He came back, prised my hands apart, and wrapped the towel tightly
around the wound. Then, he steered me out of the room, out of the flat, and

into a taxi that seemed to have been waiting, ready for the day I finally



cracked.

The nurse admitting me to the emergency room had asked me if I wanted
to die. I said no. The answer was no. Later, I would confess to a friend that I
had lied to the nurse. I must have lied: why would someone who does not want
to die take a knife to her own arm? But why would someone who loved life
want to die? There was only one other option as far as I could see: I had
wanted to live, and I had wanted to bleed. There are only two types of people
who want that: crazy people, or wicked, manipulative people.

I did not want to allow for the possibility that I was insane — or worse yet,
that I was capable of throwing a temper tantrum of such magnitude. These
were the very theories I’d spent my short lifetime dreading. But I was not
prepared to admit to wanting to die. That wasn’t who I wanted to be. I had
worked so very hard to assume a new identity. Serious Christians like me were

supposed to be all about the good things, good news, abundant life.

Life, God dammit. Who did I think I was?

Just a few short days ago I was standing in front of a room full of
teenagers, parading myself as a role model, speaking words of encouragement
and hope. As a volunteer youth leader, this is what I had done every week for
years, and for the years preceding those I was one of the teens watching the
parade of my leaders. It was my youth group, the place where any of the many
lost and searching teenagers of Hong Kong could come on their quest for
acceptance, a sense of belonging — or, at the very least, something to do on the
weekend. It was what we did, and now it was our job to make sure the legacy
continued.

I had given the talk a couple of weeks ago. It was a Bible-based sermon on
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self-acceptance. I’d asked the kids to close their eyes and raise a hand if they
felt they truly liked themselves. A few hands went up; most stayed down. I
can’t remember what the point of the survey was, but [ remember clearly what
I said after telling everyone to open their eyes again.

‘Personally, I love my life!’

I probably then rattled off a list of why life was good and how I had come
to realise I was fearfully and wonderfully made. I was a full-on, faith-filled,
life-loving Christian. I was happily married. I was more serious than ever about
pursuing an active relationship with my God. I had cross-checked everything
against the Bible.

And now I was in hospital.

At last a warden came, handed me a letter and ushered me out to the main

waiting area to find Tom.

Tom. He didn’t deserve this. My husband of three years stood waiting,
shoulders hunched with his hands in his pockets, the dark features of his face
softer than usual. Tom had always been someone who commanded respect. He
rarely said anything stupid and I had never seen him lose an argument. If he
wasn’t sure he was going to win it, he just wouldn’t engage. Once, he told me
that his verbal and mental strength had sprouted about the same time that his
younger brother outgrew him in height. I had seen guys much taller shrink
away from confrontations with Tom. He was someone who knew where his
strengths lay, and he rarely stepped outside of his bounds. He was the antidote
to me. He was Mr Right.

The uneasy look on his face afforded me a glimpse into the gravity of what

I had done. He was not going to tell me off; he knew I couldn’t take it, and he
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probably didn’t have the strength, anyway. The very fact he was standing there
meant he was not giving up. But I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I wanted to.
There he was, ready to receive me. He said nothing, but took my arm to inspect
the dressing, then wrapped his arm around my waist to lead me out to the taxi
stand.

The sliding doors parted and the noise and cool humidity of winter
enveloped us. Hong Kong is a loud and crowded city in constant motion, but
there was an eerie stillness localising outside the Ruttonjee Hospital that day.
Four taxis idled at the rank in an otherwise empty driveway. An old man was
taking his birdcage for a walk and paused to have a good look at us. The world
seemed to want to know what our next move was going to be.

Tom’s brown eyes were glazed over, but his voice was calm and steady.

‘We have to tell someone,” he said. ‘“We can’t keep this to ourselves this

time.’
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2004

In the six months preceding my trip to the ER, I was on my way to becoming a
serious long-distance runner, among other things. It all began in innocent
curiosity — I wanted to see how many times I could run around Happy Valley’s
outer track, having been there almost weekly during secondary school. It was a
hive of sporting activity, sitting comfortably inside the parameter of the Hong
Kong Jockey Club’s racetrack. The hockey and football pitches were where
most English schools did their after-school sports. The Hong Kong Football
Club clubhouse is there as well; it’s a significant landmark in expat history. My
dad claimed it was he, having just arrived from Kenya, who had taught the
bartender there to make a gunner back in the sixties.

I’d once tried going for a run a few years ago, back at university, and felt
very naughty about it. Running was something my childhood ballet teachers
frowned upon — bad for the knees, apparently. That first attempt had lasted
about ten minutes and nearly killed me. But now, approaching my mid-
twenties, and having read The Beginner’s Guide to Running front to back, I
was armed with knowledge and ready to flip the bird at my old ballet teachers.
On my third day as a runner, I looked up from my Mizunos, finally
comfortable enough to take a peek at my fellow runners.

First, I noticed the group of men I had dubbed the Horses. They were tall

Europeans with long legs and short shorts. They trotted around and around,
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nonchalant and chatting in pairs as they overlapped me, again and again. Smug
bastards. Same to the Firemen: the incredibly fit, deeply tanned Chinese men
who seem to run all over Hong Kong all day long, wearing nothing but dark
blue shorts. I was sure they were firemen because I saw them playing
volleyball in those same shorts every time I rode a bus past the fire station on
Garden Road.

The Welder Tai Tais were so named because they were Chinese
housewives who wore huge sun visors folded down over their faces, much in
the fashion of a steelworker; a true Tai Tai values a pale complexion. For
exercise, the 7ai Tai is dressed in designer-label velour sweatpants, a fitted
polo shirt and a fanny pack. In one hand, she might hold a folded face towel
with which to dab at the first sign of perspiration, and, in the other, the mobile
phone on which she will talk for the duration of her singular lap.

Then there was Mars Attack, an odd-looking woman of indiscriminate age
who walked her laps at an eerily slow pace, with a disconcerting smirk,
swaying her arms in the slow, robotic motion of an alien squid. Finally, there
were the Hopefuls. They were a mixed bag of novices, who huffed and puffed
around the course with a sincerity that softened the heart. I considered them my
comrades.

Each day, I gave a cordial nod to the overweight Sikh man running in his
turban, to the ancient veteran I was sure had once been a champion (though, of
what sport, I couldn’t tell), and to Chubby Limping Girl with the red face and
elastic knee supports on both legs.

My problems began the day I overtook an annoyingly slow Welder. She
was in my way, an ignorant obstacle. I enjoyed the feeling of leaving someone

in my dust and accelerated toward Limping Girl to repeat the experience. It
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soon became an obsession. I chose an unsuspecting victim and raced them
quietly, either overtaking them as many times as possible, or else endeavouring
to stay running on the track for at least fifteen minutes after they had puffed out
and gone home.

A typical weekday started at 6 am. I’d spring out of bed, landing soft-
footedly, get changed, gather my iPod, earphones and a spare sock, then sneak
out of the house without waking Tom or Diesel. Diesel was the pug with a
strong sense of entitlement when it came to morning walks.

The morning security guard made me feel uncomfortable — there was no
clear reason for this, other than perhaps his clubfoot, goofy smile and lazy eye.
His face was unnaturally round, and it reminded me of the picture of a smiling
oatmeal raisin cookie I had recently drawn. Tom was amused by my lack of
political correctness, and named the guard Smiley so that he could tease me
whenever he felt so inclined. Smiley was constantly limping toward me, trying
to tell me which parking spaces my parents were not allowed to use when they
visited, which one of our air-conditioners was dripping and how much we were
at risk of being fined, or when the next owners’ committee meeting was
scheduled and why it mattered so much that I attend.

Every morning, I stuffed my earphones into my head and made haste
beyond the building’s boundaries, pretending not to hear Smiley’s calls,
pretending not to see him frantically waving in my periphery. But, around the
corner, my mind’s eye taunted me with visions of Smiley now with a bite taken
from his baked head, sprouting legs, gathering speed and breaking into chase.
The notion sent shivers down my spine and I took deep breaths, trying to
regain composure and switch my thoughts toward the day ahead.

On alternate days I visited The Point Studio. It was down to me to wipe the
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smears off the mirrors and mop the wooden floor, even though I no longer
taught there. It was still mine. Still my problem; one of my many problems. My
dance studio was beautiful, though. I’d had a clear vision of what I wanted it to
look like and, thanks to my investor, the vision had come to pass: floor-to-
ceiling mirrors, fixed barres, wall-to-wall sprung wooden flooring...

Unfortunately, I had no idea how to run a business. The business would
eventually fail, not for lack of demand, but for lack of skill and forward
planning on my part. There were enough ballet schools in Hong Kong; the
students that came to me wanted to learn the moves they saw on music videos.
The same people from church, who told me I was an alien, that [ was not of
this world, also told me I needed to be in touch with popular culture. I needed
to be relevant. I choreographed fresh material for each one-hour class, and
added new classes to the schedule whenever one or two people expressed
interest. I saw no merit in paying a cleaner when I could do it myself, and I
didn’t know how to go about finding one, anyway. I did not know how to keep
accounts, nor how to hire someone who did.

It was a good place to work out in private, however, and at that moment in
my life I preferred exercise to dealing with anything else. I balanced kneeling,
leaning or standing on fit balls to engage my core as I lifted dumbbells. The
sweat made it difficult to balance on the balls, but I devised the solution of
stripping off my top layer to use as a grip to kneel or stand on. This also
allowed for a long, honest look in the mirror. For the first time in my life, I
didn’t wince at what I saw.

Once every major muscle group had been sufficiently challenged, I cleared
away the equipment, put my top back on, and ran the length of Queens Road

East to get to Happy Valley. The Happy Valley racetrack always welcomed
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me. It was the site of my tentative first paces as a beginner; it had witnessed
my swift advancement to this point, and begged the question What have you
got for me today?

Some days, the run was set to a playlist of upbeat worship music on the
first-generation iPod I carried in my spare sock — wrapped around my wrist to
prevent it from slipping out of my grip. This worked well enough, but I
wondered about the physiological repercussions of the weight of the device and
the subtle imbalance of the whole arrangement. The issue niggled to the point
where, eventually, the iPod had to go. Music was a distraction, anyway, so it
was replaced with a new soundtrack: the rhythmic thumping of footfall on

concrete, and the percussive breath of a woman on a mission.

I had been a Christian for about a decade and decided it was time to take my
faith to the next level. I invited an imaginary panel of Christian celebrities to
live in my head, and would turn to them periodically throughout the day to see
how I was measuring up. Up until then, I had lived the standard assortment of
awful/average/good days, but now — armed with nothing but good intentions —
I drew a line of connection between the amount of attention I paid to faith-
related things and the general quality of my day. This is the biblical law of
‘sowing and reaping’.

The thought occurred to me: What if I really gave my all to God, every
single day of my life? Surely my potential of having a good life would
increase? And, if it didn’t, at least I wouldn’t be to blame, since I had done
literally all I could. I was in control of my own work schedule, so the two-hour
runs were to be preceded by two hours of what some Christians call ‘quiet

time’, or devotional time, during which I read and colour-coded the long-
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winded Amplified version of the Holy Bible with highlighter pencils. I wrote
out long passages of scripture by hand, listened to teaching tapes, and prepared
sermons that I might or might not ever get the chance to preach. It was all in
God’s hands.

Every one of my morning showers needed earning, and somewhere along
the line I had set a standard of what I felt constituted an acceptable level of
effort. I had it on good authority that Happy Valley’s outer ring measured a
distance of 1.2 km. I was never any good in maths at school, but while working
in a coffee shop in my first real job I had surprised myself by mastering the
skill of calculating change.

New Creation Me pontificated to Old Me on the virtues of perseverance
and tenacity as we counted laps around the racetrack. As each lap flew past, |
turned the numbers into Tetris pieces, stacking them around each other in my
mind. A run of 10 km became the new minimum acceptable distance. This
demanded nine complete laps, because stopping mid-lap was not an option, and
there was something satisfying about finishing the laps and leaving a tip of
0.8 km.

Generosity was also a virtue. The problem here was that it meant an
uneven number of clockwise vs. counter-clockwise loops. And changing
direction was an important part of the morning ritual: imagined threats of one
visibly dominant leg demanded it. Always keep limbs even — metaphorically
and literally. Ten times round the track would be the best solution to the
various difficulties I faced: five times in each direction. The order and
frequency in which the laps alternated was subject to daily creative inspiration,
as was the pattern of en dedan/en dehors (outward vs. inward) turns used to

execute the change of direction. No need to be rigid about things.
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Once the run was finished, I would head back up the hill toward home,
scuttle past Smiley with forced nonchalance, drink one pint of water, shower,
dress, eat half an Ikea rice-bowl’s worth of granola-topped plain yogurt, make
a cup of herbal tea and then settle at the dining table with the Bible.

The specific details of quiet times differ from person to person. For me, a
typical quiet time involved reading a selection of passages, each taken from
one of the following categories: Psalms, Old Testament, New Testament and
Proverbs. The Proverbs were always saved, best for last. I wrote my thoughts
and prayers into a plain paper journal, and sometimes wrote out Bible verses
longhand. I also took notes on any questions or points relating to some sample
of Christian literature by some inspirational personality, and then regurgitated
everything into bullet points to be sautéed into a snappy and relevant message
to preach at the youth group.

I busied myself with quiet-time activities until noon, when it was time to
walk Diesel, eat a lunch of one Ikea rice-bow]’s worth of tuna fish and
cucumbers, and then work on some sketches or writing before heading down to
Queens Road East to catch a bus to church.

As the bus drove past the dance studio one day, I breathed a sigh of relief —
though the accountant had complained about the lateness of my tax return, it
had finally all been submitted. I was in the clear for now, and wondered if there
was any way to break out of my lease early, to avoid having to fill out any
more of those forms.

My routine repeated until Saturday — time to run the youth group, SNA’s,
dance practice, spend time with any of the youth group girls who wanted to
hang out, and then head to SNA (Saturday Night Alive) where, if it was a good

week, it would be my turn to preach. I wondered if our little congregation
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realised just how dedicated a leader they had. I knew they loved me and
appreciated having an older female to talk to, much in the same way I had
appreciated Priscilla and the whole leadership team that ran SNA a decade
earlier. The kids freely chose to spend every weekend with the youth group, so
I went ahead and took this to mean I was doing something right.

‘Jacinta is so cool,” One girl said to another.

‘I know, she totally chose to give her whole life to God. It’s the coolest
thing anyone could ever really do.’

“Yeah, and she’s so amazing at preaching, too.’

‘And she’s married, and she has tattoos, and she is such a great dancer... I
wish I was like her.’

These were the voices that lined my thoughts, and drove me to push myself
up the hill toward my goal. I would be the best I could be. Soon, people would
start to notice, and start saying the things I longed to hear outside of my

imagination.

In an effort to steer myself away from less appealing issues, I pushed myself
hard toward, what I believed to be, very positive goals. I kept a logbook of my
running times and distances. I bought a heart rate monitor to ensure I was
training at the right intensity. The word ‘aerobic’ became candy in my mind. I
rolled it around my tongue and swallowed it in place of food. I ran, breathing
rhythmically, picturing little cartoon ‘O,’s getting sucked into my core,
burning their way through every fat cell they encountered.

The miles clocked up and, before I knew what was happening, it was
marathon-or-bust. My daily training sessions began to average two hours of

running — after an hour of free weights and fit balls.
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One day, at the height of summer, [ went running later than usual and
ended up with heatstroke. I lay on the bed after my shower, in a daze, shivering
and crying, but I enjoyed the sensations in a strange sort of way. Somehow,
running in dangerously high temperatures meant more, and eventually |
rearranged the schedule to allow for running just after midday.

Tom never actually saw the frenzy. He was at work. He was simply
pleased that his wife had finally stopped asking if she looked fat. Suddenly, she
enjoyed going out with friends. The flat was immaculately clean — everything
in its place. His T-shirts, even his boxers, were ironed, folded and put away,
organised by colour. Hearty meals were ready on his arrival home from work,
and there were always plenty of leftovers for a packed lunch the next day.
Tom’s wife had an endless supply of energy, and she seemed to be putting it all
to good use.

The shape of my body was changing dramatically. I woke in the morning
feeling skinny and full of energy. That old sense of shame I had harboured
from early years spent in ballet class, being grouped with the big girls, now
slinked away, taking with it the memories of feeling like an elephant in a
leotard, apologetic for the audacity of her existence. The self-loathing receded
from its former turf at the front of my mind, and left space wide open for
delusions of grandeur. I had always wondered if skinny people woke up feeling
skinny, and found that yes, yes they did. I savoured the feeling, and swore to
myself never to go back to how I used to be.

The daily need to run, either faster or longer, metastasised. The
recommended day of rest, as well as sheepish mentions of cross-training, were
like insults directed personally at me by the entire field of sports science. All I

wanted to do was run. There were enough endorphins cruising through my
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veins to convince me that [ would, at any moment, take to the skies.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?” Tom asked as I returned, shoeless, from a run. I had lied
to him about it being my only run that day, the reason for the second run was
that I felt conspicuous running barefoot — my latest fad — in the daylight. So
now there was a morning run with shoes, then a shorter one, barefoot under the

cover of nightfall.

Joyce would understand. She advocated hard work in the name of being a
better version of one’s self. Joyce Meyer, the prolific Christian lifestyle author
and travelling preacher from the USA. She was my role model of the moment.
Her words were like fuel to my engine, yet she cannot be blamed for what was
about to happen. I had bought several of her books and audio CDs on my way
out of a conference in Sydney, and I’d spent the year working my way through
her entire catalogue, visiting Christian bookstores to make sure I was abreast of
the latest releases. I planned to be well and truly in the loop by the time the
next conference rolled around.

Joyce was one sassy grandma. She communicated with expert clarity,
sharing her flaws as well as her triumphs. She pitched reason after reason for
me to raise my bar in the name of the Lord. And this was what I thought I was
doing. She convinced me that she battled her inner beast and, by the grace of
God, was winning. [ had an inner beast, too, so I was sold. I wanted to refer to
my struggles in the past tense. [ wanted Joyce’s confidence. I wanted to rid
myself of doubt and misgivings and no longer be the person I once was.

Out with the Old Me said New Creation Me. Surely Joyce would agree.
Though I once was lost, now I was found. I needed to start ‘enjoying everyday

life’, right now. Within weeks, we were on a first-name basis, Joyce and I,
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albeit in an entirely one-sided relationship that existed exclusively inside my
head. That’s how it is, sometimes. The dividing lines between Joyce and I had
begun to blur.

Joyce’s God-given calling in life was to have a large and successful
preaching and teaching ministry. She loved the Bible. I studied her from afar
and found she stood on solid ground. She wasn’t perfect — she told me so
herself — and I loved her all the more for it. She tossed out her nuggets of hard-
earned wisdom like lifesavers to the drowning. As I treaded water, [ was
inspired and began tearing my floatation device into little pieces to throw out to
others, not minding swallowing some saltwater in the process.

“You are just so wise, Jacinta,” a friend said to me, after I encouraged her

with a line I had lifted straight out of Joyce’s latest book.

I had also been reading about the barefoot running movement and was sold
on that too. I found room to embellish the barefoot theory with my own ideas:
God’s original design was perfect. God had provided me with the exact
equipment I needed in order to do what he had put in my heart to do. My heart
wanted to run: He had given me bare feet. His provision was sufficient for me
and so I would run, run towards God and away from anything that I found less
appealing.

‘I can’t believe it doesn’t it hurt,” Tom said again as I headed for the door
the next evening. ‘Oh, and I forgot — call your mum when you get back,
something about the accountant.’

I rolled my eyes and reminded myself not to worry, since the last round of
forms had already been sent off. I exited the flat with a spring in my step,

feeling smug at the thought of the fat cells I was about to incinerate.
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If only I could incinerate the pile of mail I’d passed on my way out the
door. Official-looking letters from various government offices arrived in the
post, asking me to renew licenses, file profits, salaries, employment records
and more. Reminders that told me, officially, I was a grown-up now. [ would
leave them in a pile and pretend they did not exist.

Thoughts of those letters kept me awake at night, until eventually I would
be forced to summon the courage to open them, sweaty-palmed. I usually
found that, with a little presence of mind, I could fill out the forms and send
them back (with a late fine, more often than not).

Somehow, I fumbled through a couple of years like this. But I was soon
exhausted, and so was my love of dance. The hip-hop dance style that my
students wanted to learn was a far cry from the ballet I’d once loved. I began to
dread each day and sought solace in drawing up plans to sublet the studio, then
perused the newspapers for another job to use as an escape. Meanwhile, |
would focus my energy on running.

When I ran, I was not really running: my spirit was flying higher than any
substance had ever taken me. I was frolicking on the tarmac around the Happy
Valley outer track. High on life. Abundant life. I leapt like a gazelle. I stepped,
surefooted as a mountain goat. I was not running: I swam, athletic, through the
humid and polluted city air, the front-crawler in a relay race, and after my own
sprint I could volunteer to be the second, third and fourth swimmer, too. I was
a fireball blazing through the darkness. I was no runner: I was a prophet in
motion, stirring up the spirit of God, fanning the flames of supernatural
passion. The result held mysterious and infinite potential, and spiritual
significance beyond what human minds can fathom. God’s ways are not our

ways.

23



It was all but invisible to those in the natural world. They could go about
their day, marching to the rhythm of pile drivers and milk-frothing espresso
machines. They could amble in the shade of the metropolis, and I would run
circles under the shadow of the Almighty. This was a special time, just God
and me. God knew where I was and what [ was doing. Forget the pain. He’d
have given me feet with thick, spongy, rubber soles had he felt I needed them,
but he hadn’t. He had equipped me with regular feet. Running shoes, therefore,
must have been a result of the assumptions of man: a manipulative marketing
ploy of the consumerist, fallen world in which we lived. I chose to run barefoot
as a gesture to God. I believed his provision was sufficient for me.

But my feet did hurt. Large and deep blisters formed, and then burst.
Fillets of skin peeled back, and I felt each step more than God could possibly
have intended. After running, I retrieved the flip-flops I had hidden in a bush at
the side of the race track, slipped them on and hobbled home to shower, and
then reposition the skin flaps and bind it all in place with surgical tape. My
Chinese ancestors had bound feet. I thought of them every time I got the tape
out: my foot pain was nothing compared to what they had endured.

Finally, however, I decided perhaps a running shoe with the thinnest
possible sole was a sensible option after all: good stewardship of the earthly
vessel I had on loan. God gave me soft feet, but he also gave me a brain, so this
was the best course of action, surely.

One morning, my flight of fantasy was rudely disrupted by a sudden and
non-negotiable need to get to the toilet. Happy Valley’s outer ring had two exit
points, and I passed the first one, reluctant to quit half-lap, confident that I was
in control of the situation. I sped toward the next exit, to the changing rooms

located in the middle of the ring. As I did so, the level of urgency escalated to
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apocalyptic proportions. I clenched every relevant muscle and speed-walked in
disbelief, no longer able to assume control of anything, fighting an intense and
downright primal desire to squat right there and empty out the entire contents
of my digestive system. How dare my body do this to me? How was it possible
for a 25-year-old to be in danger of shitting herself?

I made it into the empty ladies’ changing room, but only just. A clean-up
operation and partial shower later, I emerged and completed the rest of my run
commando, undies left in the bin. No one had borne witness to what happened
to me that day, but I was thoroughly embarrassed, disgusted even, by my
inability to control my own bodily functions. Another brick in the great wall
that divided me: me against me. We would never be one. No amount of trying
would ever change things.

The toilet predicament was not an isolated incident, but I put in place an
early warning system, and all future urges were treated with due seriousness. |
continued to train during the quietest moments of the day, when I could hide
from the rest of the world, and I would now run in the midday heat partly as
punishment for bringing such shame upon myself. It would be a couple more

months before I discovered the term ‘runner’s trots’.

It was almost the end of 2004. Tom and I just about remembered to
acknowledge our third wedding anniversary; neither of us was sentimental
about these things. We were considered quite young for a married couple in
Hong Kong. We got married at the age of 22 and were now leading very busy
lives: he with his job at the church, me with my failing business. Now in our
mid-twenties, we were beginning to think we knew what we were doing in life.

We were very comfortable living in a flat that Tom’s parents had bought
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during the SARS epidemic. The entire population of Hong Kong was wearing
surgical facemasks because of a deadly outbreak of highly contagious atypical
influenza. The streets and shopping malls felt empty because people were at
home washing everything, on the hour, with a bleach solution. Shui Fai Terrace
was a great location for us — it was in a quiet area, but just one flight of stairs
up from the action of the city.

Hong Kong is a small and vertical city where people live in flats, not
houses — there simply isn’t the space. Every inch of usable land is occupied by
a building, usually a very tall one. Looking back at the island from the
perspective of the harbour, even the buildings look like they are stacked on top
of each other, from the waterfront all the way up to the top of Victoria Peak.
Historically, the higher up the hill you lived, the richer you were; but times
were changing, and Hong Kong was all too quickly becoming a city in which
none but the extremely rich could own anything at all.

This hadn’t mattered too much to the expatriate community we grew up
with. No one really planned to be there for much longer than the duration
agreed upon in whichever employment contract had brought them out in the
first place. However, since the handover in 1997, it had become clear that
several gweilos (foreigners) did, in fact, want to stay. Tom’s parents were
among them. They lived in a large, rented duplex in Mid-levels, but made the
wise decision to buy something of their own as soon as they saw the
opportunity.

Shui Fai Terrace is well known amongst locals as an undesirable place to
live. It overlooks a large cemetery and this is bad feng shui — but it’s great
news to anyone who either isn’t superstitious or who wholeheartedly believes

that Jesus trumps feng shui. Prices are lower than average, even before you
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consider the economic dip that coincided with SARS. Once the sale completed,
they offered Tom and I the chance to live in their new flat until they needed it.

Tom enjoyed his work at the church and I was happy enough. At least,
that’s what I told myself. I eventually figured out a clever way to sublet my
dance studio to other teachers, then found myself a job as a nanny. However,
that didn’t last long, as I was fired within a few months.

The full effects of my sacking didn’t hit immediately. I was focused on
other things, and had been for weeks. I was hard at work on becoming a better
role model. The two things at the forefront of my mind then were Jesus and
exercise, because they had become entwined, and this had led me to miss
several appointments while nannying: the 5-year-old never made it to the
dentist, despite my rescheduling twice; the 9-year-old missed his check-up at
the doctor’s, and the 13-year-old walked himself home alone after football.

My head wasn’t in the game, and my heart was not in the job. And I was
fired. But I never saw it coming. I left work that day in a state of utter shock.
Tom and I had a dinner party to attend that evening. I faked smiles and drank
until the smiles were less fake. I drifted in and out of conversations before the
attention could turn to me. When we got home, I cried as I told Tom what had
happened, thinking he was going to be furious.

‘Easy come, easy go, hey? The money was good while it lasted,” he said. It
seemed I was mistaken. ‘Maybe you could try and find work that somehow lets
you travel with me — I think there will be some more trips coming up soon.’

We had recently returned from Boracay, in the Philippines, on an eight-
day, all-expenses-paid trip. It was the annual staff retreat for a Christian NGO.
They had invited one minister and one worship leader to facilitate the daily

meetings, and spouses were often welcome in these settings. Each morning, the

27



group of about twenty staff and full-time volunteers sang a few worship songs
and then the minister taught a lesson out of the Bible. Feeling a need to earn
my place, I sang harmonies as Tom led the songs. Afterwards, I would get
changed into my swimsuit and spend the rest of the day on the powder-soft
sand.

It had always been clear that Tom was a gifted musician. The tone of his
singing voice was one of the things I loved most about him. Invitations from
various people started appearing; things were on the up and up for Tom. We
were both happy to focus on his career.

My days fell into a rhythm. I had always fancied the idea of illustrating
children’s books, and my mother’s educational charity was about to launch a
project with a children’s publishing house, so she invited me to do some extra
work as a writer and illustrator.

‘Are you sure you can manage this on top of the studio?’ my dad asked,
when I told him I was planning to get involved in the project.

‘Of course she can, Hob,” answered my mother on my behalf. ‘Our little
Itch is a superwoman.’

I hated when she said things like this, but I was happy that she never
questioned my capacity to take on new things. I could count on her being on-
side most of the time, but she also had a habit of bringing up the one thing I did
not want to deal with.

‘I do keep forgetting to say, we need to have you collect up all your
receipts. Have you got them all? We need to send them off to the accountant
for the audit.’

My work at the dance studio was down to minimal levels, but the pressure

didn’t let up. Official-looking letters from the government continued to arrive
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in the post and, though I did my best to deal with them and toss them back, hot-
potato style, there was one that I simply couldn’t handle. It was a tax return
that needed an audit, and I’d ignored it for too long before asking my mother
for help.

‘Oh Mum, can we talk about that another time?’

‘Yes, darling, I know, I don’t like dealing with these things, either. We’ll
do it next time.’

Perhaps, eventually, it would all just go away. Surely my mum would deal

with it all before things got serious.
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I liked to blame all sorts of things on Sansan Ching. There was nothing
conventional about her and, for the best part of my life, this had been the big
problem. All I wanted was a normal mother and she was consistent only in her
refusal to comply. Her name means ‘number three’ in Chinese because she was
the third born of five children. She was born in Hong Kong, but educated in
Australia and California, graduating from Berkeley at the height of the hippie
era. She returned to Hong Kong, ready to stick it to the man. She challenged
the government on matters of education, and worked as an assistant to one of
her uncles, who was the chairman of the urban council, a local mayor-like
government role.

From old photographs, I could see that she had always been a very
beautiful woman. She used to wear large, glamorous hairpieces, big clip-on
earrings, and huge rings on her fingers that could pull focus in any
conversation. She outlined her Chinese eyes with black or bright blue eyeliner,
and applied lipstick to her lips, then to her cheeks via the outer edge of her
palms, rubbing them together and then onto her face for rouge. She was always
open-minded and otherworldly and, on the scene in Hong Kong at the time,
considered to be quite a catch. The man who won her heart would have to have
been very special.

My father was a genius. He was born in Newport, Wales, and came from a

working-class family. He was the eldest of five and from a young age he
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worked to contribute to the family. Academic pursuits were not a priority in his
home, but after he taught himself to read he discovered there was great joy and
consolation to be found in using his mind. He won scholarships to three of
England’s top universities and, after graduating from Oxford’s Jesus College,
he took a teaching job in Kenya, and then went to Hong Kong in the late sixties
to become a lecturer at the Hong Kong University. He first saw my mother on
the television in the university’s senior common room. She was the youngest
candidate in the urban council elections. She was giving a campaign speech,
and she was very beautiful.

‘Who is that?’ he had asked his colleague.

‘Don’t even think about it, Tony. That is Sansan Ching, and she is Frank
Fisher’s girl.’

‘Not for long.” His first marriage was over and my father had seen all he
needed that day on the TV screen. ‘Mark my words, I am going to marry her.’

And a year later, he did.

My mother says she was unfazed, delighted even, by the fact that he was
divorced and already had three children. Their mother had taken them back to
England. However, whenever they were visiting their dad in Hong Kong, my
mother loved them like they were her own. She could always find creative
ways to occupy any of the stepchildren, or numerous nieces or nephews who
were put in her charge. Many an innocent child spent hours sitting on the
balcony, staring at a potted plant because they had been told that, if they sat
still enough and looked hard enough, a little elf would come out from behind
the pot to play.

My father had a penchant for giving pet names to significant people and

things. He himself was known as Hob, after J.R.R. Tolkien’s Hobbit. He
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renamed my mother Goss, short for ‘gossimar’, because she was gracefully
ethereal — and also short for ‘gossip’, because she talked a lot. Goss was quick
to subscribe to the nicknaming. Two years into their marriage, my brother was
born and was given the name Justinian Caradoc Renald Ching Sweeting. Hob
called him Tinnie or Justini; Goss called him Big Man, Jing Do (his Chinese
name), Nam Tsai (Cantonese for ‘male’) or Justinino (when she was
pretending to speak in Spanish). I call him Jus.

Two years after he was born, I arrived. Jacinta Louise Rhiannon Ching
Sweeting. Hob called me Beepo before I even left the hospital. This was
because Jus was playing with his toy car at the time and he greeted me with
‘Beep beep’. Goss still calls me Lou Lou, Loulie, Nui (Cantonese for ‘girl’),

Rhian, or Jacatina, while Jus calls me Cinta.

I was a bad kid. The bad feeling had always lived on the underside of my skin,
an irritation that I could not reach. Even as a very young child, I knew all too
well where the wild things were. There was a monster living inside me, who
had always been there, growing with me, and threatening to take over. My very
body was an obstacle and it wanted out. It surfaced and shrieked past the point
of no return faster than I could see it happening.

A little girl cannot physically explode when internal pressures get too
much. All she can do is try to find a way to let some of the pressure out before
it overcomes her completely. This is what I did. I’d grit my teeth, scream and
cry, and when that didn’t work I’d bang my head repeatedly against the nearest
wall before collapsing, spent, into a deep and thoroughly restful sleep.

From as far back as I can remember, these fits took place every few weeks.

After I would wake, I was able to continue with life with no further mention of
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the episode from anyone who had been present — usually my mother. Actually,
only ever my mother. There was nothing for her to say that she hadn’t already
said — I needed to calm down, I was behaving very badly, I was having a
temper tantrum, [ had the devil in me, I was a misunderstood angel, I had used
my mother as a punching bag, I needed a smack on my bottom, I was very
clever and would be loved unconditionally.

I’d get up and go about my young life in blissful ignorance until the next
time the underneath of my skin began to itch and the beast inside stirred. And
he did. He was strong and always looking for a fight. Whenever he showed up,
I’d be shoved into the background with a single swipe. I did not fight back, but
I learnt to escape inside of myself. I could flee down the inside of my own leg
and hide in my big toe until it was all over. The beast was long gone by the
time I woke up, and selective amnesia was the coping mechanism that lasted
me between visits.

At some point under the age of 7, I cottoned-on to the fact that there was
something wrong with me. Something bad. With minimal investigation I
concluded that other children did not lash out the way I did. My big brother
never did; he was the calmest person in my world. And, while my parents often
engaged in fiery disagreements (‘It’s much healthier than bottling ideas and
feelings up, darling’), I could see that they were in control of themselves. No, I
was on my own when it came to these episodes. I was different, unusual, not
like everyone else. I was Not Normal. With that, Normal naturally became the
thing I wanted most in life, the exotic thing that was most excruciatingly

beyond my reach.

When we were little, Jus and I usually snuggled down to sleep in our parents’
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bed at night.

‘Why can’t they sleep in their own room?’ our exasperated father asked,
knowing he was to spend the night with at least one elbow in his ribs, and a
foot or two in his face.

‘They need to feel close to us,” our mother explained, ‘and I’ve been at
work all day and hardly seen them, and I just can’t bear the thought of a
kidnapper climbing over the balcony in the middle of the night. I won’t be able
to get any sleep if they aren’t here with me.’

Justin and I waited patiently, tucked under the covers, for this nightly
exchange to wrap up so we could all move on to story time. When Dad read to
us, it was usually classic children’s literature by J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis or
Roald Dhal. I relished his perfectly gentle Welsh lilt and let it fade into dreams
of lions and chocolate rivers.

When it was Mum’s turn to put us to bed, she often seized the opportunity
to educate us on the risks of the real world and our need for training in personal
safety.

‘No, Mum, we won’t talk to any strangers,” we promised her, huddled
together under the duvet like Hansel and Gretel.

‘But what if?” she’d press on, signalling seriousness by lowering the tone
of her voice and pulling down her eyebrows. ‘What if a nice old man offers
you candy?’ She squinted her eyes, slowly turned her head, and settled her
gaze on me. Then, with a sinister smile, she’d drop her voice an entire octave.
‘What if he says to Lou Lou, “Hello there, little girl, give me your hand and I
will give you a very special treat...”?’

By the time she got to the word ‘treat’, my mother — supposed life source

of comfort and nurture — had morphed into something else entirely. I sat
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frozen, eyes squeezed shut to avoid having to look at the figure of a dirty old
man | knew my mother had just contorted herself into, praying for my big
brother to take over the role playing.

‘Please don’t do the voices, Mummy,” was all he could squeak.

She smiled, a little proud, realising that the power of her performance had
frightened us, then shook the old man away. She was our mother again.

“You do remember what happened to Mummy’s old college friend, don’t
you?’ She had decided to continue, now in a more conversational tone, friendly
even. ‘She was a beautiful ballerina, just like little Loulie wants to be when she
grows up.” She changed tactics again, and hooked my trust anew as her
graceful arms floated up into a balletic fifth position. ‘She was so, so pretty,
but one day she did something very stupid indeed. She decided she wanted to
see the world, so she packed her bags, and headed for the highway — that’s
what they call motorways in America.’

Justin and I had heard this story many times, but our mother was
spellbinding and we were drawn in. ‘She did something many people in
America do: she stuck out her arm like this and held up one thumb.” Our
mother sat facing us, and for this section of the story she smiled innocently and
tilted her head sweetly to one side. ‘This tells the cars driving past that you
want a ride — it’s called hitchhiking. She was going to hitchhike all the way
across the country. But you know what?’

We did know what, but for some reason we shook our heads. In a flash, the
sweet voice disappeared and Mum’s eyes were evil again, squinting, with
pupils darting back and forth from Justin, to me, and back again.

‘She didn’t make it very far at all. She got into the car of a very bad man,

and not long afterwards, she was found in the woods with her head chopped
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off. Now, never you forget to stay clear of strangers and never, ever even think
about hitchhiking! Goodnight, my darlings.’

I often fell asleep fearing it might actually be my mother who had the devil
in her, and worrying about how to control my thoughts enough to not even

think about hitchhiking.

When given the chance, Jus and I asked our mum to ‘take us flying’ instead.
She opened the bedroom window and we all flew out into the warm night sky.
We flew over Victoria Harbour and into the Kowloon Hills, where our spirits
whirled and played on the grass and explored the cave that we discovered the
last time we were actually there. Sometimes, Mum flew us all the way to our
summer home in Oxford, but we usually fell asleep before we got there.

Even as a young child, I had little choice but to wonder about the world of
the unseen. As far as I was aware, most other children were not flown out the
window by their mother. I had a couple of friends who couldn’t play on
Sundays because they had to go to church, and I envied them. Church sounded
like a club we weren’t members of. I assumed my parents had no stance at all,
what with being so open-minded about everything, so I decided to do some
investigating.

‘What religion are we?’ I asked my dad in the car one day.

‘Well, I am an Anglican,” he replied, ‘and right now your mother is in a
Buddhist phase. But we would like you and Justini to make up your own minds
about what you believe in.’

A couple of days later, I thought I’d made up my mind. ‘Dad, is there a
name for someone who doesn’t have any religion?’

“Yes, there are atheists and then there are agnostics.’
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I could tell he was about to launch into a lengthy exposition, so I cut him
off. ‘Okay then, I am an atheist.’

‘No, no, Beeps, don’t say you’re an atheist.” He wouldn’t entertain my
statement for a moment.

‘Why not?’

‘I wouldn’t want you to close yourself off to all possibilities of a God,
especially at such a young age. There are lots of wonderful religions to explore.

Why don’t you give yourself some more time?’

‘I’'m a witch,” said my mother, when I asked her.

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, wide-eyed and hoping for the start of an
adventure.

‘It means whatever you think it means,” she replied. ‘But you will discover
more as you go along. For now, you are just a little Itch, that’s a witch in
training. You haven’t earned your W yet.” She was very matter-of-fact about it
all. “There is nothing average about us, Little Loulie. We are superwomen, not
like normal people at all.’

I was never sure how seriously to take my mother when she said things
like this. But a huge part of me hoped that what she was saying was true, and
that the correct line of questioning might just get us to the point where she
would reveal that she had a flying broomstick hidden away for the day I earned
my W.

My mum did go through a Buddhist phase; she went through several
different phases. For a time we were vegetarian, and enjoyed the illustrated
story about Prince Siddhartha’s discovery of suffering and a subsequent

journey to enlightenment. We explored the I Ching; we discussed
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reincarnation; she trained my memory and my third eye.

‘There’s no need to be exclusive about anything,” she said. ‘There are
many paths, my darling. They all lead to heaven, if that’s where you think you
want to go.’

But this lackadaisical, haphazard view on life began to bother me
something awful.

‘What? How can ALL different paths take you to the same place?’ I asked.
‘What if you walk backwards? Are you saying some people don’t want to go to
heaven?’

‘Darling,” she began — and when she began like this, I knew we weren’t
going to get anywhere. “You cannot be black and white about these things. You
cannot say this is right or this is wrong, or this is clean and this is unclean.
Everything is clean.’

‘What about vomit?’ I had her now. ‘You said never to touch vomit! What
about poo? What about if a dead bird has been lying in the gutter for a week
and then a sick dog wees on it?’ | was desperate for a solid answer, but she had
a way of defusing tension by laughing at me.

The only time I saw Mum get serious about these issues was when she
railed against close-mindedness, either mine or someone else’s.

‘Don’t be so rigid,” she said. ‘It’s not who we are. It’s usually just the
Christians who think that theirs is the only way. God must get so tired of it.

You’ve got to keep your mind open.’
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It was very common for both parents to work and for a live-in maid/nanny, also
known as an amah, to be the primary carer for children of any age in Hong
Kong. Today, the correct term is Domestic Helper. One Saturday afternoon,
our amah came to my room to take me to my ballet lesson, and she found me
already dressed in leotard and tights, each of my legs bound tightly like
roasting meat. I was four and fed up with wearing soft ballet shoes held on
with elastics. Those were for babies. I had placed red polyurethane string
stirrups over the heels of my ballet shoes, crisscrossed them up my calves and
secured them at the front of both knees in quadruple knots.

I did not ask for the amah’s thoughts on my look, and she knew better
than to reason with me. The ballet teacher was amused, but got nothing more
than a shoulder shrug after shooting a quizzical look at the amah. When she
questioned me I told her, straight faced, that my mother took me to a real ballet
shop and bought me these real ballet ribbons, and that they were the same as
those worn by real ballerinas. And, when my mother arrived to collect me from
class, she corroborated my story, also straight faced.

You can do anything you set your mind to was more than a family motto —
it was an expectation, a dare, a minimum standard held common amongst those
on the Chinese side of my family, each of whom danced to their own song.

The ballet lessons took place in the Union Church hall next to my
grandparents’ home, and after class my mum brought me next door. Every

Saturday night was spent with various combinations of the extended family,
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which consisted of mixed marriages including Swiss, Canadian, Australian,
Malaysian, American and Welsh. Por Por, my maternal grandmother, was the
head of the family, and expected us all to show up for the weekly meal. This
was sometimes at an aunty’s house, and sometimes at a classic Hong Kong
restaurant like the American Peking Restaurant in Wanchai, or the place in a
basement in Central, where they pulled fresh noodles and gave out golden
hammers with which to hit the mud chicken.

However, most of the time we were summoned to my grandparents’ home
at Kennedy Terrace in Hong Kong Island’s Mid-levels. Wherever we gathered,
stories were told and retold about how someone helped lead the Allied forces
through the sewers under the Great Wall during battle; how someone else was
one of the Empress Dowager’s scholars; how Por Por was a third generation
descendant of Rice Christians, peasants who were given free food in exchange
for giving their souls to the Lord; and how someone really ought to write down
all the stories before they were lost from our collective memory forever.

My grandparents’ flat was quite a famous place. Taxi drivers could get
people there with only ‘The Eye Doctor’ given as the destination. When the
building’s intercom system was out of order, and it often was, the guard posted
downstairs would let me in. His little metal desk had a glass top under which
he displayed various newspaper clippings, on top of which he kept his radio
and a Chinese mug with a stainless steel lid. Every child within his reach had
her cheeks pinched.

The flat was part home, part antique medical clinic, because Kung Kung,
my maternal grandfather, was an ophthalmologist. The flat was an enigma and
a never-ending opportunity for exploration. It beckoned me and then spat me

out again like a malfunctioning cartoon washing machine. Our family’s
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headquarters was both a major setting and a living metaphor for the chaos of
my early life.

‘Jacinta, go and say hello to Kung Kung and ask him to show you a box of
glass eyes.’

“Yes, you can ride the tricycle on the balcony, but go through the bedroom
door so you don’t disturb the acupuncture patients.’

‘I think there is a violin that would fit you in the cupboard behind the hot
pots.’

The place was custom fitted for its own purposes, but its purposes were
just not typical.

Por Por, the family matriarch — or Louise Ching, being her proper name —
was a highly sociable lady. She was in the habit of picking up strangers to
invite to her dinner parties. The extended family would be summoned by
imperial command of their Empress, but the random guests tended to come
willingly, either for a free meal or just to catch a glimpse of the home of a
character like Louise.

Dr Renald Ching, my Kung Kung, was originally from Canton. Louise was
from Peking. Their families were amongst the first wave of Chinese students
sent overseas to get an education. They met and married while studying in
Chicago. Louise had set her mind on finding herself a husband — specifically a
tall, Chinese medical student who could play the violin — and that was exactly
what she did. Kung Kung was a mad scientist. Medical professionals came
from all over the world to investigate the unorthodox methods he used to cure
over one hundred supposedly incurable cases, acupuncture being one of them.
Besides medicine, he fed his curious mind with other seemingly random

interests such as worm farming, sparrow training, and cubic zirconia.
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The Ching home was rarely empty. When it wasn’t filled with patients and
staff, the extended family were there — some combination of Louise and
Renald’s five married children and seventeen resulting grandchildren. Anyone
with a pulse was welcome at the Ching flat. Actually, a pulse was not
compulsory — there were two human skulls my Kung Kung kept for medical
purposes. My mother informed me that they had actually belonged to Kung
Kung’s sister, Aunty Merritt, whom had died young.

‘Is that why she died? Did Aunty Merritt have two heads?’ I never got a
straight answer, because my mother would burst into laughter and then repeat

my question to the nearest other grown-up.

My mum found me hilarious. She often laughed, delighted at the naivety of my
questions. Questions like, ‘Can you make me a nice packed lunch to take to
school one day?’

I envied my classmates, watching as they ate the lunches their mothers had
lovingly packed for them at home that morning. I suppose some of the lunch
bags had been packed by amahs, but clearly there was a conscientious mother
giving out instructions somewhere in the picture.

I don’t remember having many lunches packed. There was the odd
occasion of Nutella on white bread, followed sporadically by Vegemite on
white bread. No indication was ever given as to which day would be which —
an unfortunate game of Russian roulette for a hungry child. I never had
anything as thoroughly thought-through as a brown paper bag containing
chicken mayo with alfalfa between two slices of multigrain goodness, and
apple slices for break. This was just the way that some mothers were wired.

Not mine. The mother of my year seven classmate, Emma, froze a bottle of
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orange squash the night before, so that her daughter could enjoy an icy cold
drink in its varying stages of defrosting throughout the hot school day. I hated
Emma and her stupid frosty drink.

There was a yearning inside of me for my mother to be different — no,
‘different’ is the wrong word, she was already too different. There was a huge
void inside me that longed for my mother to be /ess different. I needed my
mother to make sense in the wider context of all mothers.

‘What’s your mum’s job?’ was the question I struggled most to answer. |
knew a complete answer could never be a simple one, so I took to giving
different partial answers each time I was asked:

‘She runs a double-decker bus full of toys.’

‘She has an organic farm.’

‘She used to be a figure skater.’

‘She teaches piano.’

‘She hassles the government about stuff.’

‘She sells skincare products.’

‘She designs schools and playgrounds.’

‘I’'m off to Fight Crime!” or ‘I’'m going to Save the Children!” she said as
she left for the committee meetings of various charities she worked with.

I couldn’t appreciate my mother’s quirks. I couldn’t explain her to my
friends, and I struggled to tell her how I felt. All I told her was that I wished
she were normal and wished she would bake me cookies, like my friends’
mums did for them.

‘Don’t compare yourself to others,” she said. She simply was not a normal
mother, she explained. She simply was not the kind who could stay home and

bake me cookies. And she was right.
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Mum often took me by surprise — either in being very upset over something I
didn’t think warranted it, or by not being at all upset by something I was
angling for a reaction over. I was rarely sure of what would make her laugh,
and was never prepared to see her cry.

She laughed in hysterics, almost crashing the car when, at the age of
fourteen, I decided to show her my tattoos.

“You are so funny!’ she said. ‘I cannot wait to tell your daddy how creative
you are!” This comment related to the string of flowers inked onto my lower
lip.

“You are such a clever girl!” was the comment uttered years earlier, on the
occasion of my taking a pair of scissors to the brown velvet curtains in the
dining room. Standing wrapped within them, I was a medieval maiden in a
dress made perfect by hand-snipped armholes.

She rarely cried, but there were three occasions when she did that struck
me to the core, rearranging parts of my very being. The first two instances
happened when I was young, while the third would not happen until about
twenty years later.

The first was during a family holiday in Paris. I couldn’t have been much
more than five years old. We had just bought two fresh, hot baguettes from a
bakery and were making our way back to the hotel via the metro. My father
and Jus were walking ahead, too fast, the way all men seem to insist on doing,
and I skipped along beside my mother several paces behind them. We passed a
beggar woman, sitting on the ground nursing a baby. By her side was another
child, grubby and slightly smaller than me. The child saw us, jumped up and

ran to us, and tugged on my mother’s arm, pleading in French. My mother
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gently pushed her off and hurried me through the turnstile of the metro station.
It wasn’t until we sat down on the train that I realised there were tears flooding
down her face.

‘That could have been you...’ she said.

The second time she cried was a few years later, on the morning of 4™ June
1989. News had been released of the massacre of student protesters in
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked when I found my parents in the kitchen, both
with red eyes.

‘Something very bad has happened to some innocent young people, my
lovely,” my father said.

‘They’re just children!” my mother wailed. ‘Babies! Somebody’s babies!’

There had been a student protest and the Chinese government had managed
things very badly. At ten years old, I could not grasp the full significance of
what had happened in China that night. I saw people in Hong Kong wearing
black armbands and, later that day, a school bus full of international students
shouting ‘Democracy!’ passed me on the street.

I wondered if any of us really knew what was going on. It was my parents’
solemnity as they discussed the events that troubled me the most. If they didn’t
have the answers, then there was little hope. There was something out there in
the big world that could make them feel fear and sadness and they couldn’t
hide it from me. This meant the days of my carefree childhood were suddenly
numbered.

In an attempt to make a rough sketch of the road that lay ahead of me in
life, I set about gathering information from various sources, asking anyone who

gave me a chance, ‘What’s going to happen to Hong Kong?’
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‘It’s safe for now, Cinta, try not to worry,” Jus said. ‘But right after you
finish your A Levels, the whole place is going back to China.’

China kills young people with tanks.

‘My dad says we’re getting out of here before the handover,’ said a friend
at school.

“You’ll be better off than most Hong Kong people because you have a full
British passport,” said one of my uncles.

There was no point in worrying. Change, for better or worse, was the only
thing I could bank on. As a child, my world was like the animated snowman —
a wonderful thing to enjoy whilst I could. Knowing it would eventually melt
away meant I had the upper hand. I could be hit by a bus before next Tuesday,

anyway. The best thing I could do was get on with life while there was time.

My mother set very few rules, instead leaning more towards scare tactics.
‘I wouldn’t go up into the hill if I were you, in case the big bad wolf

wants to kidnap you. Or a troll is hiding under a bridge to follow you home!’

The hill, then, became my main haunt. Whenever possible, I would force
my quiet friend Sophie, from Po Shan Road, to join me in snake hunting, and
tree and drain climbing adventures. Sophie was half Japanese and half
Pakistani. I suspected her parents frowned upon our friendship, on account of
my bad influence, but I had too much fun with her to care. We both loved
animals. We adored wild ones, as well as the hamsters, guinea pigs, turtles and
birds in the private menageries we each had at home.

Another friend I spent time with after school was Amanda, who came from
a wealthy Indonesian family. Amanda and I could spend hours ‘playing

musical’, which involved communicating only through song. However, our fun
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was interrupted by her hour of after-school private tutoring. I would be left to
my own devices in Amanda’s bedroom as she and her little brother studied at
the dining table.

Amanda was a Catholic and had a small bottle of holy water on her shelf. I
wondered if her little bottle was something along the lines of the one Aslan
gave to Lucy.

‘If anyone is sick, could you put this on them and heal them?’ I asked
Amanda one day.

‘I don’t know, but it’s very special, so please be careful with it,” she said.
‘It is blessed water, it is #oly water.” She didn’t seem to want to take the
conversation any further, and I interpreted her nonchalance as condescension.
She was holier than me, and we both knew it.

I wanted a bottle of holy water. So I took hers. I stole it. I stole lots of
things from her room. I helped myself to absolutely anything that took my
fancy. The pilfering went on for a couple of playdates and escalated quickly to
grand theft. I found a beautiful flowergirl dress hanging in Amanda’s closet
and I wanted it. The fabric, draped over layer upon layer of fine netting,
crunched when I touched it. I stuffed it into my school bag and waited happily
for my mother to collect me.

‘Look at the size of your schoolbag!” Mum said, tutting as I got into the
car. Amanda and her mum had come downstairs to see us off. ‘This is one of
the issues my organisation is pressing the Board of Education on,’ she said to
Amanda’s mum. ‘Children, even the very youngest ones, are made to carry
such heavy bags full of textbooks — it’s really no good for their physical
development, let alone their love of learning!’

There was a large cupboard with a water heater in my bedroom. It was my
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treasure trove. In it, I hung the flowergirl dress and the several other outfits I
had taken, and on one of the shelves I displayed the bottle of holy water and
other trinkets. I was admiring my loot when there came a knock at the bedroom
door.

‘Loulie, I need to talk to you,” said my mum. ‘It’s about something very
serious. I have just had a phone call from Amanda’s mummy...’

‘Just a minute, Mum! I’'m just doing something. I will let you in in just a
minute!’ I ran to my pencil case and pulled out a felt tip marker. I ducked into
my treasure trove and put pen to taffeta. The plan was to write my cousin’s
initials on all the clothes and pass the loot off as legitimate hand-me-downs.

I wrote ‘L.C.” for Lisal Ching. Oh wait, Lisal isn’t a Ching, she’s a
CHONG! 1 was panicking. I scribbled out the L.C. and then realised I hadn’t
needed to, so I wrote it again. And, just to make sure, I also wrote ‘Lisal’ again
after the scribble and the L.C.

My mother’s face fell as she saw my attempted act of fraud. She left the
room and got back on the phone. The next day, she came to me and said that
she’d had the dress cleaned and taken all of the things back, and also bought
Amanda a very expensive dress to say how sorry we were. There was nothing
more to be said. Or if there was, neither of us knew what it was.

I retreated to my bedroom, sat on the floor and hugged my knees. I looked
at my empty treasure trove. There, again, was the heavy sense that I’d been
doomed from the start. I hadn’t lost my good standing: I’d always been bad.
My character was bad and here was yet another incident of proof. This time, I
had taken my misbehaviour outside the family. I wanted to peel myself off like
an old snakeskin, but there was no way to undo what I’d done. I didn’t know

how long it would take for the immediate damage to wear off.
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I was summoned to my parents’ room to apologise to my dad.

“You know I still love you, Beepo,’ he said, ‘but I just don’t understand.
Can you tell me why you did it?’

‘I don’t know why,’ I said, very honestly.

‘Is it because you feel like we don’t give you enough things?’

‘No. [ don’t know why. I just liked her things.’

Nothing more was ever said about my crime. I laid low at school and
avoided Amanda until the end of the year, ever thankful that, over the summe
holidays, our memories would automatically be erased, etch-a-sketch style.
Each school year brought with it a clean slate on which to begin again.
Amanda seemed as embarrassed about the whole episode as I was and

pretended she never knew me. For most of my free time, then, I played alone.

I
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Secondary school was where most of us would lose our innocence. It was
where we became aware of our appearance, social standing and general status
in life. By some strange phenomenon, it turned out that the houses in my
school not only provided a way to rank us in athletic ability, but they were also
a bizarrely accurate measure of popularity and, therefore, potential for teenage
happiness.

The boys and girls in the purple, blue and red houses — Einstein, Nansen
and Fleming — were generally the more confident, better-looking and popular
ones (with a couple of exceptions, of course). The orange, green and yellow
houses — Da Vinci, Rutherford and Wilberforce — mostly contained the nerdier,
less popular kids. I was in Wilberforce. By the end of the first term of first
form, everyone pretty much understood how this worked. Boys and girls from
Einstein, Nansen and Fleming mixed freely, and ‘went out’ with each other
with an efficiency that suggested someone somewhere had organised a roster.
The non-exceptional girls and boys from the earthier-toned houses were left to
accept their lot and get on with their studies and less interesting lives.

Island School had about 1,200 students, representatives from every nook
and cranny of the globe. I don’t remember being interested in anyone’s
nationality at the age of twelve — we all spoke English. We were given a
mandatory Cantonese lesson for only one hour a week, and only in our first

year.

50



That poor Chinese teacher. Class upon class took up the goal of making
her cry as frequently as possible. One day, a class collectively agreed to walk
into the room backwards, dressed in school uniforms turned inside out, and
saying everything in opposites. Students would often buck their teeth and
speak in a Chinglish accent for the duration of the class, before poor Ms Chiu
would realise it was a personal attack. Another favourite joke was to sneeze
with an exaggerated ‘ahh chooooo’ when addressing her. No one took that
lesson seriously.

It felt like we were all foreigners growing up in Hong Kong, slightly
detached and observing through Third-Culture eyes. There was ‘them’ and
there was ‘us’, with several sub-layers of ‘them’ and ‘us’ between, and a fair
few mixed kids like myself, straddling more than one category. Maybe we
knew that we were an endangered species. The British Hong Kong in which we
were growing up would not last much longer at all, as 1997 was just around the
corner. But still no one knew what that meant. We let our parents worry about
it. We had growing up to do.

At one point there was a grand total of five Toms in my year group. My
Tom — the one I would eventually marry — was in Fleming. He was sporty and
busy working his way through the unofficial dating roster. We did not interact
during our Island School days — as I said, I was in Wilberforce. We would have
been star-crossed lovers, to say the least. We hardly noticed each other.
Contact was not to happen for several more years, not until we had individually
learnt to transcend the status quo. We now refer to it as ‘Island School
Bitchiness’, but back then it was the compass that guided us between what was
and was not socially acceptable.

A new school is like a fresh start. Like so many other tweens, as [
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approached high school I carried with me questions that only my peers had the
power to answer — raw questions of self: Am I acceptable? Or am I really as
bad/stupid/ugly as I have always feared? Those concerns would be eased for
only the fortunate few.

Secondary school took no prisoners. You were either hot or you were not. |
was not. I accepted this quickly and reverted to plan B: stop caring. According
to teen law, the only redeeming feature for a loser was brains. However, an
unpopular kid who didn’t even get good grades might as well not bother. That
was me. [ was in Wilberforce, and a below-average student. There are rules to
the game of thriving (or surviving) at school, and the one thing I felt sure of
was that I did not know what they were. I loved my own company, and when it
came time to interact with others, whether teacher or peer, I felt stupid in every
way.

My father insisted I was intelligent. ‘Listen to me, Beeps,’ he said, ‘I know
what I’m talking about.’

But I knew better. I was average in height and build in my class at
secondary school. With olive skin, dark eyes and long, frizzy, brown hair, I
never once thought myself beautiful, despite what my doting parents said.
Beautiful girls had blonde hair and blue eyes, like the dolls I collected. I was
not beautiful. I accepted that, as well as the fact that I was socially challenged.
I didn’t try to change anything at all. In the first few years of secondary school,
my main interests were ballet and animals. My heroes were Margot Fonteyn,
Jane Goodall, Diane Fossey (and Sigourney Weaver by association).

After school, I volunteered at the zoo, a feature of Island School that,
though no one at the time noticed, was quite a quirk. The zoo was home to an

eclectic group of animals. There was one neurotic naked cockatoo who, legend
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had it, having been locked in a dark closet by an irresponsible owner, had
plucked out his own feathers in despair. I didn’t care for the ducks or the
reptiles, but the grumpy goat did offer some entertainment. I swept the floors
and cleaned out rabbit hutches and hamster cages, wishing the school monkey
was friendlier, longing to be given a chance to be his trainer. Special volunteers
were allowed to sign out a rodent or some terrapins for the weekend, but I
already had plenty of my own pets at home. The zoo was shut down shortly
after my secondary education began, but the steps at the back entrance near
where it had been would remain known as The Zoo Steps for generations to
come.

Walking down these steps one afternoon, a Japanese-American girl called
Mika asked if I wanted to join her at Time Out, the bimonthly Friday night
school disco. I asked her what it was.

“You don’t know? It’s a dance. You like dancing — you should come!’

I did go. I wore my ballet slippers.

‘Are you wearing your ballet shoes?’ Mika asked when we met at the
entrance, smiling and incredulous.

‘No,’ I said, appalled by the mere suggestion, moving into the shadows to

prevent her from getting a better look at my feet.

When I got home that night, there was no time to re-evaluate my wardrobe
choices — an exciting opportunity was about to be offered to me.

‘Would you like to go to Australia to represent us at Jasmine’s wedding?’
my mother asked. ‘Daddy and I aren’t able to get away from work, but it might
be nice for you to go, if you’d like to.’

This was a no-brainer. I had spent every summer of my childhood in
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England, watching Neighbours, sometimes twice a day. I had the accent down
pat, and dreamt about visiting Ramsey Street. Since no one else in my
immediate family could go, I was sent to Perth, Western Australia, at the age of
12 with my Por Por, to be an overgrown flower girl at my cousin’s wedding.

This would be my first trip away from home and from the rest of my
family. I liked my Chong cousins very much. They had been regular playmates
until they emigrated to Australia, where their parents set up a church. They
wrote me little letters, and always signed off with ‘Jesus loves you’. I never
understood how this was something that they could possibly know, or what had
given them the impression I would care, but I appreciated it, nonetheless.

I left my unexceptional Wilberforce life behind for two weeks, not
realising that I was to spend the entire time immersed in a bizarre Asian-
Christian parallel world.

Everything familiar was left behind, and everything in Perth was ‘Bless
you’ for this and ‘Praise the Lord’ for that, all in Malaysian or Singaporean
accents. The houses looked like what I had seen on TV, but that was the limit
of the similarities. I was as alone and as defenceless as a sheep separated from
the flock, and there was a herding dog on a serious mission. In the midst of
wedding preparations I was cornered by Cristal, a sister of the bride, and asked
to repeat the Sinner’s Prayer. It was a setup. It suddenly became clear that my
family knew well enough to not get caught in this trap, but not one of them had
had the common decency to warn me. I knew resistance was futile. My best
course of action was to do as I was told, say thank you, and then get the hell
out of there. And I did.

‘I’m sorry for everything I have ever done wrong, Jesus...” I

acknowledged my sinful nature. ‘Please come and be my Lord.’
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‘And Saviour!” prompted Cristal.

‘Yes, sorry... Lord and Saviour.” But I must have done this a little too
readily.

‘Oh, this is wonderful, Jacinta-Lou! You are doing very well. Now, we
don’t normally let you do this until you have been a Christian for at least one
week, but since you are so enthusiastic, I am going to go ahead with the next
step. Baptism in the Holy Spirit!”’

I listened, caught like road kill waiting to happen. I do not remember the
explanation I was given about what baptism in the Holy Spirit was, because it
was what came next that demanded all of my attention.

Cristal looked me in the eye and said, ‘The ability to pray in tongues is
evidence that you have received the Holy Spirit’s baptism.” And so I was to do
it. ‘Now!’

‘Do I have to close my eyes?’ I tried to stall.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Can you do it at the same time as me, so I know what to do?’

‘Fine, but you should be louder, so I can hear that you are actually doing
it,” said Cristal.

‘Okay...” I began. ‘On three. One, two, three.... Shamma shamma shamma
lamma lamma lamma dinnggaaaladoooonnggaa la. Amen.’

‘Praise the Lord.’

The headlights dimmed and I fled to my room with some follow-up
literature in hand. I thought for sure that my lame stab at praying in tongues
would not fly, but somehow it had.

And that was that. Breaking news was released to the wider extended

family that I had received Jesus and was praying in tongues. I was very
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embarrassed and a little bit annoyed, because I hadn’t reckoned on this
information being broadcasted around the world. I hoped that my parents —
and, most importantly, Justin — wouldn’t find out how easily I had succumbed.
No such luck.

‘I am so happy the joy of the Lord can now push the devil out of you!” said
my mum on my return home.

‘Well, I don’t think it’s fair,” said my dad. ‘How do we know she wasn’t
bullied into it?” He was annoyed, worried that [ hadn’t been given any choice
in the matter — which, to be fair, was a legitimate concern.

My brother made no comment.

Try as I did to get back into my pre-Perth groove, if I could call it that,
something had changed, something that I was not able to put a finger on. There
was this feeling that I had reached the end of a road and needed to figure out
my next move. [ wanted to keep the whole Jesus episode under wraps;
however, despite my best efforts, this was not possible.

‘Look how much she smiles now,” my parents remarked to one another,
whilst I tried to mind my own business. ‘It must be the joy of the Lord inside
her now.’

Cristal had a friend in Perth who took the initiative of posting me a
substantial parcel. Its arrival drew plenty of attention from my family.

‘Who is this young man sending you packages?’ my dad asked, with a
glint in his eye, as I inspected the ends of my hair, trying to hide my
mortification.

‘Looks like our girl has an admirer!” My mother was always ready to jump
right into a ‘tease Jacinta’ session.

‘What is it?” Justin asked, nonchalantly.
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I took the dreaded thing to my bedroom and opened it. Alone behind
closed doors, I was free to roll my eyes and make a gagging noise at the
discovery that the package contained a huge, hard-backed illustrated-in-colour
Bible for Teens. A short note accompanied the book. “You have been on my
heart. May God’s love fill your life. I will be praying for you. Jesus loves you!’

Good grief.

The ‘joy of the Lord’ feeling followed me around like I could only imagine
an annoying little sister would. It kept popping out to flash cute smiles, in spite

of my efforts to shove it behind my back.

Justin was becoming increasingly cool in my eyes and I was developing a
strong obsession with the idea of gaining his approval. The Perth experience
had set me back a long way in these efforts. It was the first time we had been
separated by both distance and significant experience, and I had genuine fears
that the damage done was irreparable. I took great pains in becoming the sort
of little sister I thought he would accept.

‘Can you just leave me alone?’ He always seemed irritated by my
endeavours.

I snuck into his room every chance I got, borrowed and recorded as many
of his British indie music CDs onto cassette tapes as I had time to. I thought
that shared music preferences might do the trick, but forgot that trespassing and
pilfering would not. As his departure for university loomed, I finally
acknowledged that the pedestal I had placed him on was so far out of my reach
that [ might as well stop trying.

The Bible for Teens, called to me from the bottom of my closet every time

I was alone in my room. I had to admit I liked the pictures of the Bible
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characters; my father had raised me to love books, so I decided this was okay. I
was a little bit scared of the Bible. It was not something I was familiar with. I
was under the impression that it was a sin to put a Bible on the floor and I
wondered if illustrators had to be specially ordained to draw images of Jesus.

At the front of my Bible for Teens there was an owner’s profile page. It
was decorated with lightning bolts and other 80s fashion shapes in fluorescent
colours. It wanted to know my likes and dislikes, my dreams for the future, and
who in my life I was grateful for. The fill-in-the-blank questions reminded me
of the personality quizzes in Teen Magazine, and I liked those, so I decided it
would be okay to fill them out. No one needed to know.

As I wrote onto the semi-gloss page with a blue ballpoint pen, I learnt
things about myself from my own answers: I liked Australia, my brother and
my dog. I disliked being crazy, and my dream for the future was to be married
to someone who would always love me. Finally, I pushed the book to the back
of a bookshelf and managed to forget about it.

I didn’t even need to explain the Bible’s whereabouts to Lisal, another of
my Chong cousins, when she came to stay with us the following winter. Lisal,
Cristal’s youngest sister, was also a Christian, and she had come to Hong Kong
to visit a Christian ministry called St Stephen’s Society. I had no idea what this
was, but was soon to find out.

‘Come on, Jacint,’ she said at the end of her first week. ‘You should come
and let me show you why I’'m here.’

I went with her. As the second youngest of my large Chinese extended
family, I jumped whenever this particular relative gave me the time of day. She

was the ringleader of the younger half of the Chinese cousins.
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Hang Fook Camp, where St Stephen’s was located, sat within the boundaries
of what was once the lawless Walled City, the most notorious place in Hong
Kong. For years, it had been a place governed by neither China nor Britain;
there had been an administrative blip and, as a result, no one could lay claim to
it. It became overrun with the most depraved level of Hong Kong society, gang
warfare, drug trade, brothels, and extreme poverty — things that a child like me
knew nothing about.

The Walled City no longer stood — the government had finally torn it all
down — and we walked across a dusty and barren-looking pitch before coming
to what looked like a huddle of hawker tents. Inside the tents, a church service
was already underway. The congregation consisted of a mix of Chinese and
foreign faces, all singing loudly in Cantonese. We slipped into the empty end
of a row, just as someone went forward to pray. It was a Caucasian woman,
and she prayed into a battered old microphone in Cantonese. I was baffled. I
had never seen a white person utter more than an instruction to a taxi driver in
Chinese. This woman, Jackie Pullinger, went on and on and on for what
seemed like an hour straight.

It was hot that day, and all I wanted to know was when it would end so we
could go home again. I couldn’t understand what the woman was saying, and
was not comfortable with the idea that a white person spoke better Chinese
than I did. Maybe I should have listened to my mother when she said I’d regret
it if I didn’t speak Cantonese more. I took a mental note to find a way to
decline if Lisal asked me to come again.

‘She’s a really big deal, Jacint,” Lisal tried to convince me on the bus ride
home. ‘She’s like the Mother Teresa of Hong Kong. She’s been here for

decades, and has helped thousands of drug addicts withdraw, painlessly, just by
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praying for them in tongues!’
My cousin’s words were lost on me. The church service had gone on for

hours, and I was not entirely sure who Mother Teresa was.

Lisal had a couple of other motives for coming to Hong Kong. The first was to
see Brian Adams in concert. My mum had bought us tickets, and dropped Lisal
and me off at the venue, where we met up with a couple of my friends from
school. We enjoyed a night fully loaded with unbeatable melodies, Canadian
vocals beyond compare, crowds, sweat, power ballads — and all on a school
night. I came home feeling liberated and wild. I still hadn’t had my first
boyfriend at the late age of fourteen, but that night I was no longer just a loser
who liked monkeys and had a Christian secret in her cupboard. I had been to
my first rock concert.

Lisal’s second motive for coming to Hong Kong was to get a tattoo. She
didn’t like the idea of doing this alone, so I was invited to tag along. Our
shared Brian Adams experience had repaired any damage done by the long, hot
church service, and my sense of compliance had returned intact.

“You’re a good artist, Jacint,” Lisal said. ‘How about you draw a daisy and
we’ll both get the same thing?’

‘Okay.’

I did love to draw, but attention to detail was never my strength. I drew a
white flower with a yellow middle. The petals were not rounded, but pointed,
like a hippie’s sun. No matter. Lisal and I would both walk away from Ricky
and Pinky’s in Wanchai with my original artwork, inked forevermore upon our
respective left breasts. Lisal went first, smiling at me reassuringly, pleading for

me not to chicken out. Was she kidding? I had been to my first rock concert
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and was now in the circle of trust with an adored older cousin.

Then it was my turn. The sharpness of the needle was not a problem, even
though its vibrations were very loud, and far stronger than I’d reckoned they
would be. I was brave and, before I had time to settle into the sensations, it was
over. | had a small, white pointy flower with a yellow centre freshly tattooed
on my chest. I smiled back at Lisal as Ricky wiped it with a cotton ball dabbed

in rubbing alcohol, then stuck a folded Kleenex onto me with surgical tape.

Lisal’s visit soon came to an end. [ was fourteen and, dressed in my winter
uniform, I climbed the stairs to the top of Island School’s block five, and
prepared myself for another unexceptional term. To my chagrin, Josh, the
exception to the Wilberforce rule — the cool guy of the class, if not year, if not
the entire school — was standing at our classroom door. Josh was one of those
larger-than-life boys who looked several years older than he really was. He was
unreasonably confident, to the point of dating girls in older years, bantering
with teachers and generally possessing the power to decide the fate of anyone’s
social standing with either a nod of approval or a public serving of humble pie.
He stood at the door of our classroom, holding it open with one arm,

body leaning against the doorframe, inviting me to duck and enter under his
arm. My head would be forced to hang low, acknowledging my place in this
world.

‘Wait! Is that a tattoo?” He had seen straight through the thin white cotton
of my uniform shirt.

I didn’t know whether or not to lie. I hadn’t planned on telling anyone
about the tattoo. I was stuck at the door, dumbfounded, unable to spit out an

answer.
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‘It’s cool,” he said. ‘I won’t tell. That’s amazing. Did it hurt?’

I don’t think I answered him. I had seen too many fall prey to this
precocious student in the great game of high school life. I had watched too
much banter turn bad, and had concluded that the best way to avoid ridicule
was to stay under the radar.

Word got out at school that I had a tattoo. This was probably where things
began to change — not for the better or the worse really, just different. Or
maybe things changed because word also got out that I was a Christian.

My classmate, Jang, invited me to her Korean youth group. I went, and
once again found myself an anomaly amidst a group of genuinely lovely, but
different, people who sang happy songs to Jesus. I smiled, and then left as soon
as I could. Hurrying down the stairs of the walk-up building in Wanchai, I
caught up with another youth group escapee. Anna went to South Island School
and, after being introduced earlier in the evening, we discovered that we had in
fact been classmates in our early primary school years.

“You getting out of here too?” Anna smiled. She had thick, perfectly
straight hair parted in the middle, and thick black eyeliner covering the entirety
of her Korean eyelids.

‘Yah, um, no offence...’

‘None taken. Where you heading? I’m getting a cab to the south side if you
want a lift? Come to the Cubby, even — I mean, if you don’t have to be
anywhere...’

‘Okay,’ I said, despite the fact home was westward. ‘“What’s the Cubby?’

‘Oh, you know, like an old abandoned building below Parkview, where we
hang out — you should come. What’s that you have around your neck?’

It was a thin leather necklace with a large seed from an Amazonian
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rainforest. I had bought it at a Christmas craft fair, but was undecided about
whether it was cool or not. Anna seemed to like it. We chatted happily as the
taxi wound up Stubbs Road and arrived at our destination.

We squeezed through a gap in the chain-link fence and made our way past
some trees on a dirt path. The path led to a clearing in front of a dilapidated
brick bungalow with a Chinese tiled roof. A group of about twenty or so
teenagers I had never seen before were dotted around the place. Some were
smoking, others were holding cans or bottles of alcohol. Anna led me over to
some girls and introduced me to her friend, Tasha.

‘Tasha, I think I’'m going to go meet Danny,” Anna said, and then turned to
me. ‘Enjoy!” And she left.

I couldn’t believe I had been left in the midst of a group of strangers. |
would need to wait a few minutes before I could excuse myself. I didn’t want
to look uncomfortable.

‘Oh God,” Tasha said, ‘she’s done it again. She’s always just ditching like
that.” She turned to me and smiled sympathetically. ‘What did you say your
name was?’

I stood and chatted awkwardly for a few minutes, trying to act casual and
take it all in. There was a battery-operated boom box blasting grunge music;
there were kids in plaid shirts and Doc Martin boots; a couple emerged from
the darkness of the trees holding hands.

‘Want a smoke?’ asked a guy called Mike, as he approached. He had long,
greasy hair.

‘Go on then,” answered Tasha, helping herself to three. She placed one in
her own mouth, passed one to her friend Mandy, and then held the last one out

to me. ‘Want one?’
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‘Okay.’ I took it. I knew how to smoke. I had smoked an entire pack years
ago, with my friend Claire. It had been one summer in Oxford, in the shed
behind the old house across the street. Claire was two years older than me — I
was aged ten at the time. She had stolen the pack from her dad’s carton, and
the two of us had a great old time with it. I lit the filter the first time I tried to
light one. Claire had laughed at me as I spat out the toxic taste of melted
chemicals, and then she insisted on being the only one allowed to light up from
that point on.

Back in Hong Kong, my mum was an occasional smoker. Just to prove I
could do it right, I had stolen a cigarette or two of hers to practise lighting
when no one was around. So now I was ready. I knew what to do. Looking
very carefully at the Marlborough Light in my hand, I raised it confidently to

my lips and leant in to the Zippo lighter that Mike was holding up.
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From that point on, Friday nights were spent at Repulse Bay Beach —
occasionally on the sand, sometimes purchasing cigarettes and alcohol from the
7-11 corner shop, but most usually inside Son of a Beach, the tiny bar that took
no issue with serving minors. The bar was raided sporadically by combinations
of the police and furious parents, but these raids did little to hamper our fun; in
fact, they probably intensified it.

I loved being out at night. I knew that, sooner or later, it would be time
for me to find a boyfriend, but I had no idea how to go about it. Before I had
time to address the challenge, I was presented with a much simpler proposition.

‘Want to smoke a joint?’ Tasha asked, a couple of weeks in.

‘Okay.’ I didn’t see why not. I followed her onto the sand and we walked
several yards onto the darkened beach. A group of about five others were
sitting in a circle in a solemn, almost reverent state. Toby finished rolling the
thing, and Mike tossed him the Zippo. The distinct herby smell was not to my
liking, but I stayed and waited for my turn to smoke. As we sat, Nick rolled
onto his back and lay facing the sky. I looked over at Tasha.

‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘He’s had something stronger,’ she said.

‘Like what?’ I wanted to know.
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‘He shot up a while ago.” Tasha gestured to her forearm.

‘Oh...” I was intrigued. ‘Do you shoot up?’

‘No,’ she answered. ‘I don’t do the heavy stuft.’

‘Yah.’

Tasha had clearly thought this through. I hadn’t, and decided I needed to
have a think about whether or not I wanted to try something stronger at some
point. Maybe the joint would be enough for now. It was time to find out. I drew
in, filled my lungs, held it for a moment, and exhaled slowly. I waited to feel
its effects, and then they came, heavy, thick and slow. My body relaxed and
sunk into the sand just an inch or two. My cheeks and my scalp felt a little
heavier than usual, and that was it. The physical experience was something |
could take or leave, but the closeness I felt in the group was something I
wanted to hold on to for as long as I could.

I took a taxi home and snuck in as quietly as possible. I changed my top,
sprayed myself with deodorant, swished some mouthwash and spat it into the
rubbish bin in my room before going into my parents’ bedroom to tell my
mother [ was safely home. I got on with the rest of the weekend and was ready

to go back to school on Monday, no longer really worrying about my status.

“You know they don’t even sterilise their needles at Ricky and Pinky’s, don’t
you?’ My accuser took her shot from behind me in the corridor outside the
assembly hall.

Kate was one year above me in school, and not someone I’d ever had
anything to do with. I didn’t know why she even cared, but it turned out she
did care enough to pay special notice anytime I did something she felt was

significant. In me she had found an easy target, and took it upon herself to give
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me her opinion whenever the mood struck.

“You could have AIDS, you know.’

I didn’t answer her. This was not an exercise in self-control; it was because
I didn’t have a reply. I hadn’t even thought about the sterilising of needles. I
ignored Kate and went on my way, wondering what it would feel like to have
AIDS, and whether I should ask someone. I decided to do nothing and hope for
the best.

‘So, you’re a druggie now, are you?’ Kate sneered as she passed me in the
corridor a week later.

‘Do you think you’re cool or something?’ she wanted to know, after the
weekend Tasha and I had put a streak of purple in our hair.

‘That is the most disgusting thing in the world. I hope it gets infected,” she
declared, on hearing the news that I had pierced my own belly button with a
safety pin.

I had failed to stay off the radar and my weekend activities had not bought
me any popularity at my own school. Now I was the freak. The cool kids at
Island School, having just learnt the fresh art of sarcasm, dealt it out in thick
lashings:

‘I heard she got a tattoo on the inside of her mouth.’

‘Oh my God, that’s so cool... NOT!’

‘And what’s with the black eyeliner? Is she trying to be a goth or
something?’

‘Is she trying to be Satanic or something?’

‘Oooh, she’s so alternative... NOT!’

It never occurred to me to wonder where these people were getting their

information. Nor did it occur to me to defend myself — I was not
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confrontational. For the most part, they had their facts right — all except for the
devil worshipping. What I cared about was that my new South Island friends
didn’t discover how lowly I was in my own school and disown me. I figured it
would probably happen at some stage; and so, until then, I would make the
most of having a life, maybe even try to get a boyfriend out of it. I continued to
go to the beach every weekend, and to smoke or drink whatever was handed to

me.

After turning 15, I went on a second solo visit to Perth. I had been invited to go
to a church camp. I had no idea what it would entail, but I wanted to spend
some more time with Lisal. After the tattoo and the Brian Adams concert we
had shared in Hong Kong, I bestowed on her the title of Favourite Cousin. |
trusted her judgement, and went to the camp with her because she told me I
should.

The hosting church was contemporary in style, meeting in a rented lecture
hall at the nearby University of Western Australia — not a cross or stained glass
window in sight. It consisted mostly of university students from Singapore and
Malaysia, none of whom I could find anything in common with. It was the
mid-nineties and the scene was meant to be grunge rock, plaid shirts and Doc
Martin boots. The Christians in Perth appeared to have no edginess to them.
AllT could see were goofy grins fixed permanently on their faces as they went
about their good works.

‘Praise the Lord, hallelujah,” was the typical response to my Aello. Or,
“You are my sister in Christ.’

The only redeeming feature in the church was the music. There was a band

that included an electric guitar, bass, keyboard and drums. Surely Justin would
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approve. But there was more to it than that. Something in the music was
beautiful, but I kept quiet about this for fear of becoming one of them.

At the youth camp, we slept in cosy bunk beds in well-insulated cabins,
and then met up in the main auditorium three times a day to sing praises and
listen to a sermon. It was the season in contemporary Pentecostal Christian
history known as ‘The Toronto Blessing’. This involved highly demonstrative
reactions to God’s Holy Spirit. Some people would respond to the presence of
God by shaking, shouting, falling over, or vibrating, as if they had been struck
by lightning.

Although the revival in question had broken out in Canada, and I was at a
tiny youth camp on the opposite side of the globe, I would not miss out on
experiencing the phenomenon. A famous minister called Rodney Howard
Brown had recently been in Australia, and this seemed to have set the tone for
some of the local ministers.

When the camp’s speaker wrapped up his talk at the first night’s rally, he
announced that those of us who wished to experience God’s love first-hand
needed to stand up, form a prayer line, and lift our hands in a position ready to
accept the anointing. I did as I was told, but very soon regretted it. I stood
somewhere near the middle of the back line, beside Lisal. As soon as the
minister started to pray for the first person in the front line, all hell broke loose.

Hysterical sobbing and laughing spontaneously erupted around the room. I
looked at Lisal to see if she was as freaked out as I was, but she was not.
Without lifting her bowed head, she leant toward me and said, ‘Don’t worry.’

Don’t worry?! I looked around the room and saw one guy jumping up and
down and flapping his arms, as if he was an emu trying to lift off.

‘What the hell is everyone doing?’
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‘Different people react to the touch of God differently,” said Lisal quietly.
‘It’s not something you can control.” Her head was still bowed.

‘If it’s different for everyone, why are the people standing there ready to
catch each other?’ I asked. ‘How do they know they are going to fall
backwards? Does it hurt? Why does God want to knock everyone over? What’s
he getting out of this?’

‘Don’t ask so many questions. People just get weak in the knees when God
shows them how much he loves them.’

‘What are you going to do?” Up until that point, Lisal was the only normal
person I had at this camp, and the thought of her whooping and tearing at her
hair was the last straw.

‘I just get a very strong feeling of peace, and sometimes I cry a little,” she
replied. ‘I have been slain in the Spirit before.’

She had been one of them, all along. There was nowhere for me to run. We
were at a campsite in the middle of Western Australia. I had no means of
contacting my family for help. I sat down and stared as the madness that
unfolded around me. The people nearest me, previously so meek and mild,
descended into a state of mass hysteria. I grappled with the fact that I would be
stuck there for another two days, but concluded that the God they were going
crazy over was neither loving nor someone I wanted touching me, especially if
his goal was to make me look like a freak.

However, the two days went by very slowly, and they wore me down. By
the last night, the pressure to stand in the prayer line was more than I could
fight. There were church leaders sweeping the back corners of the room for
anyone trying to hide. I told myself I would do whatever they wanted, just so I

could get out of there as fast as I could.
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Silently, I told God how much I resented the situation. The minister placed
his prayer hand on my shoulder, and blew weird, minty breath in my face,
demanding, ‘More, Lord! More!’

Okay, God. If you are real, let’s have it. Knock me over. Go on.

Nothing.

God was not going to knock me over. I had never felt so sure of anything
in my whole life.

This did not stop the feeling that I needed to fall. The man was still praying
for me and blowing in my face. ‘More, Lord!” He wasn’t going to go away
until either God, or I, did something.

Okay, God. What’s the problem? Am I not what you re looking for? Is it
because you don’t love me? Is that why you aren’t knocking me over? Am I Ye
of Little Faith? How about I start it off and then you catch me?

I told my knees to go weak. I chose to fall. I went back into the hands of
the catchers, slithered onto the floor and kept my eyes closed. I wanted it to be
over. I lay, hoping my fake fall had been convincing, and felt disappointed that
God had not met me on the way to the floor.

Nothing. This is stupid. I hate myself. [ want to go home.

Later, as I sat in the back of the van, squashed between camping bags and
Christians, I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep. I asked God why he hadn’t
knocked me over. I got no answer. I strained my memory to recall the melodies
of the worship music. God might not have knocked me down, but the music
still sounded like angels singing, even in my head. I savoured the sounds, and
concluded that I was not good enough for God.

Soon enough, however, it was time to leave and head home to Earth,

back to Hong Kong to try to pick up where I had left off.
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I liked my life in Hong Kong and made a conscious effort to forget about
Christianity. However, one night I found myself in a situation where I was
forced to pray because I had no other way of dealing with it. The main action
of the night had died down, and most of my friends were asleep in various
combinations on mattresses. We were at the Manhattan, in the foundations of
the luxury apartment complex. We spent many nights there after leaving the
beach. We played loud music, smoked cigarettes and drugs, burnt anything that
looked flammable, and decorated the walls with amateur spray-painted images
of marijuana leaves or faces smoking joints. We loved to play at being
homeless outcasts of society, but in truth we all had luxury homes equipped
with maids and laserdisc players to go back to in the morning.

Crackling music blared from the stereo, and a couple of candles provided
just enough light for me to survey the surroundings. Everyone was either fast
asleep or passed out. I had little concept of the fragility of life and had always
taken pretty much any substance offered to me. However, since my return from
Perth, I had found the effects of drugs disappointing. I feared there were no
more highs for me to find with this crowd.

I was looking for a spot to sleep, when I noticed Simon, one of the younger
guys from the French school, lying on a mattress in the corner. He had shot up;
he was one of the guys who always did. As I watched Simon, I realised he was
shaking. He was convulsing; his eyes were slightly opened and his eyeballs
kept rolling back. There was a small amount of foam catching in the corner of
his blue-tinged lips.

I watched, not knowing what else to do. He looked like he was locked into

a nightmare, and then I realised that he probably wanted it to stop. I went over
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and gave him a gentle tap, then shook him a little, but he wouldn’t wake up. He
groaned, as if he was trying to tell me something, and began to shake even
harder.

As I knelt down beside him, my knee split open and blood began to soak
into the mattress. There was broken glass on the mattress, and Simon was lying
on it. I didn’t try to wake anyone else up; I was transfixed on the tormented
face in front of me. I remembered Jackie Pullinger, and I started to pray. I leant
down to Simon’s ear and began to pray in tongues, just the way Cristal had
taught me, loud enough so that Simon could hear me. I was aware of how
strange the moment was. I thought I should have felt embarrassed, but I didn’t.
I felt brave, like I was saving his life.

As I prayed, Simon’s convulsions stopped and his face became peaceful. I
don’t remember how long I had prayed, but I know it was quite some time. |
remember getting tired and I stopped a few times, but then Simon would start
shaking again, so I would start praying again. As soon as daylight broke I went
home, feeling like the worst was over, hoping that Simon would have no
recollection of what had happened. But he did remember. The next time I saw
him, he walked straight over to me.

‘Thank you,” he said. “You were my angel last time.’

I still have a scar on my left knee from where I knelt on the broken glass
that night. But more pertinent than the physical scar was the idea that I just
couldn’t shake off — that something very real, yet out of this world, had
happened. The impression left on me by that experience led me to choose to go
back to Perth when my time to leave Hong Kong eventually came.

We kids all took for granted the temporary nature of our circumstances. It

was assumed that international kids would complete secondary school and then
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move on to university overseas. Most people would go to university in the
home country of a parent, or wherever the parents felt the best education was to
be had. Some of us would leave early for sixth form colleges, or just to
complete high school at home if a parent’s expat job contract had ended. None
of us really knew what happened on the other side of university graduation. It
was too far off for our young minds to fathom. The transient tempo of expat
culture felt like it was speeding up, and the parties, in turn, got wilder.

‘I have something for you,’ said Tasha excitedly one night. She pulled her
hand out of her pocket and held up two little white pills. ‘It’s speed. It’s crazy
with dance music.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Let’s do it.’

And we did. We swallowed the pills with water and headed down to Son of
a Beach. I danced for hours on end with energy that just kept coming. I was
weightless and free, calm and on fire. Sometimes, Tasha was there with me,
sometimes I was with other friends, sometimes with strangers, and sometimes
alone. I had finally found something I loved, something real, something that I
was already looking forward to doing again — and, given the opportunity,
would have done daily.

I did not think to ask Tasha where she had gotten the pills. Practicalities
like that didn’t factor when we were together. I didn’t even think to ask her
when we would have them again. I just waited patiently — sometimes we had
them, sometimes we didn’t. She and several of our other friends were due to
move to the UK soon, and so we enjoyed each other’s company for the time we
had left.

As people’s departure dates approached, things got increasingly out of

control. I was sure I had experienced something supernatural the night I prayed
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for Simon, but I did not know what to do about it. I just kept going out,
partying. There was something more to experience, perhaps through the
substances. I was gathering evidence. This chaos flew under my parents’ radar
— it happened to coincide with more pressing chaos that was happening at

home.
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Another older member of the family had moved back to Hong Kong to live
with us. Because his story is not mine to tell, I will not name him. But, because
his chaos played a part in my own, I will include some relevant details.

He was a friend, an uncle, a brother and another father to me, and because
I saw him so sporadically it always felt like a holiday when he was around. His
presence was a treat, and the time and attention he spent on me was the gift
most treasured in my childhood. His bedroom smelt permanently of cigarettes,
turpentine and linseed oil. He had a comfortable teaching job and this enabled
him to pursue his passion for art and music.

He became a regular fixture at the Jazz Club in Lang Kwai Fong, and
adopted a stray dog and named him Kafka. He called me Bo, which came from
my dad’s Beepo. However, to him it was short for Bodus, which was either
short for Boadicea, a genus of moth, or Boadicea the warrior queen (I never
asked which).

He loved butterflies. He bought me a fishing pole and took me fishing in
the rain. He knew the names of the different types of clouds and taught me to
paint and explained the colour wheel. At one point, he purged himself of all
material possessions and gave me his acoustic guitar. Once the purging phase
ended, he reclaimed the guitar. That is how it goes in families.

He spent his money on music, oil paint and good times, and I thought

everything was going well for him. I was wrong. He had begun to manifest
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some unusual behaviour. I was a teenager discovering drugs; I did not notice it.
He was the creative sort. He always had been. He seemed normal to me, but
what did I know?

Coming home from school one day, I was met by police cars, a fire truck
and an ambulance parked in front of our building.

‘I live here,’ I said to the fireman who tried to stop me getting to the lift
lobby.

‘Alright. Wait inside then.’

I stayed in my room and talked to a friend on the telephone for hours,
without mentioning what was happening outside. Eventually, the emergency
vehicles left. Apparently, he had threatened to jump. Dad had gone to the
hospital with him. Mum asked me to try not to worry.

‘He isn’t well. But he will be okay, my darling.’

I believed her. I ate some dinner and went to bed. He was no longer able to
spend time with me. After that episode, he had to take medicine, but things
only seemed to get worse.

‘He’s not supposed to drink, Beeps,” Dad said when I asked when he was
going to get better. ‘The alcohol reacts badly with his medicine.’

His behaviour eventually led to a diagnosis of schizophrenia and admission
into the psychiatric ward at Queen Mary Hospital. I didn’t see any of it
happening. My parents must have been doing all they could to manage the
situation. Perhaps they were shielding me from what was going on, or maybe
they simply had no answers. There were significant other factors — business
that did not involve me, factors of which I was not conscious at the time. The
situation was not black and white, not one that could easily be explained to a

teenager.
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He ended up losing his job. He needed medical supervision, so eventually
he went back to the UK, to where the NHS could at least care for him in
English. I did the only thing I could do at that point — I stayed away from home
as much as possible, or else stayed in my own room when there was nowhere

else to go.

Aunty Michelle, a well-meaning Christian friend of the family, came to visit.
She knocked on my bedroom door and asked how I was doing, and if I was in
the routine of praying and reading my Bible.

“Yes,’ I lied. I wanted Jesus to stay in Perth.

‘I want to talk to you about something,’ she said. I started to look around
my room for an escape route.

‘It’s those dolls you have up there. Do you know what they are?’ Aunty
motioned toward my collection of Ugly Troll dolls, standing in a row on the
curtain rail box, mute faces smiling, multi-coloured hair standing up tall.

“Yes.’ I felt relieved for a misguided moment. ‘They’re Troll dolls. We got
them in Wanchai.’ I couldn’t see what the problem could possibly be, so I
started to think Aunty was going to ask me to give them to her because she
wanted them, or she wanted to give them to charity or something. It was a very
respectable collection.

Aunty Michelle went on to explain that, although the dolls were cute in
appearance, they were, in fact, representative of evil spirits. They could have
the power to invite bad things upon the household. They needed to be removed
from my room and destroyed. She produced a plastic bag and gathered up the
offending items.

“You let her take them?!” My father was furious.
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He had begrudgingly kept silent while my Australian relatives converted
me to the Christian faith, but he had not supported the style in which it was
done. In his commitment to letting his children find their own way, he had tried
to hold a respectful distance. I interpreted his silence as a lack of interest. I
thought perhaps none of it mattered very much; that, in the grand scheme,
anything goes. Had he spoken up, I would have listened. I was desperate for
some guidance and I was beginning to take comfort in the Christians’ style. It
was, for the most part, clear-cut, black and white, and that was all that was
making sense to me at the time. I had also voluntarily surrendered my
Guatemalan worry dolls and several secular music CDs, but did not mention
those to my father. I was no longer sure whose side I was on.

The removal of the Trolls triggered an argument between my parents.
Things were already tense at home. To top it all off, my dad’s mental health
was suffering as well. He went through months of fallow periods followed by

bouts of unbearable energy. Both states were accompanied by plenty of drink.

I hated to see him drunk. When drunk, he was not himself. Not wise, not
strong, not the pillar that held my world in place. Drunk, he was a flaccid
imitation of himself. Although he always remained affectionate, I could not
bring myself to trust him once the smell of alcohol punctuated the air between
us. I did not want to see him weak and clumsy. I did not want to be within
reach, where he would inevitably reach out a hand to ruffle my hair or squeeze
my knee, harmless affectionate gestures that I dreaded because they only
happened when he was drunk. I could not say anything to him that mattered
because, the next day, once he was sober again, once the genuine article had

replaced the imposter, he never remembered a thing. Sober, he was a
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wonderful man — so wonderful, that we all readily forgave and forgot,
optimistically hoping it would be the last time we’d need to.

One day, when he was quiet and sad, but had not been drinking, he tried to
answer my questions about mental illness by explaining that there were
problems of the mind that often ran in families. What I took from the
conversation was that, as a member of the family, I was next in line to go
crazy. Everywhere I looked, our old patterns of normal life seemed to be
breaking down. Justin was packed and ready to go to university and, at the age
of fourteen, I did not want to be left behind to cope with all of the changes.

‘I wish I could go and live in Perth,’ I said to my mum the next day. ‘Like
the way you lived in Australia when you were my age...’

I rarely had trouble convincing my open-minded mother to give me
whatever [ wanted. At the age of four, I had spotted a wedding party outside a
church and declared that I simply had to be in a wedding, someone’s wedding,
anyone’s. My mother approached strangers outside of the registry and did not
give up until someone agreed to let me be their flower girl. They even bought
me a dress. I’m told this still did not satisfy me as, after the wedding pictures
were taken, I told everyone that it was the bride that I had wanted to be.

A few years after that, I got my mum to buy me a pair of ballet pointe
shoes ‘to play with’. In the ballet world, pointe shoes are something to be
earned through many years of consistent training. Pointe work is supposed to
be introduced gradually and under strict supervision. Although I took lessons,
no teacher on the planet would have agreed to this purchase.

And so, there it was in my life, a regular pattern of my asking to have
things that were not appropriate, and my being given them. I launched into this

new appeal to leave Hong Kong full of zeal, and void of understanding of what
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I was really asking for.

I had asked my parents to send me away.

My father put up a fight, but his reserves were low. In the end, he
reluctantly agreed to send me away to live with the Christians in Perth. Within
months, the family nest would be empty. I joined the ranks of those about to
leave Hong Kong, and proceeded to party harder than I knew I could.

I still had a couple of months at Island School to complete before leaving
for Perth, but I stopped paying attention in class, or handing in homework.
Only idiots who wanted to get caught would smoke before school, and I was an
idiot who did not want to get caught, so I would visit the ‘drama studio toilets’
before morning registration and chew on a small, gritty wad of hash. The
effects ranged from disappointing to undetectable, but the sense of rebellion
was highly satisfying. I took regular days off school, choosing to hang around
shopping centres with girlfriends instead.

I continued to make Repulse Bay my home every Friday, Saturday and,
sometimes, Sunday night, always drunk by 8pm. One evening, at a time
substantially later than 8pm, I was drawn into a conversation between Matt,
one of our gang, and two men I had never met before. One was a tall white
guy, who looked very much like MacGyver, the American TV action-
adventurer who could defuse bombs with his hands cuffed behind his back
using nothing but his calm mind and a chewing gum wrapper. The other guy
was a tough-looking Korean-Filipino with tattoos on his arms.

‘Hey, check this out!” Matt was so excited that I felt sure the men must
have been offering him some free drugs.

“You want one of these?’ The Korean guy stuffed a business card in my

hand.
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It read Saturday Night Alive — not your average Christian youth group!

‘My parents go to church all the fucking time!” said Matt, slurring his
words. ‘They try and make me go with them.’

‘Me too! I have to go to church sometimes, too!” I replied, words equally
slurry. ‘I think it’s kinda cool in some uncool kind of way, you know?’

“Yah, that stuff is like, hardcore.” Now Matt was getting excited. ‘People
like, jumping all over the place, and demons and shit, yah?’

‘Yah, I know man! And praying in tongues, too, man!’

The two men were not saying very much at this point. Matt and I had taken
over the scene. I was irritated by their lack of enthusiasm, so I addressed them.

‘I’m a Christian, you know? Jesus and everything. I’ve seen people, like,
slain in the Spirit!’

‘Okay, sure thing,’ said the tall, white guy. Neither of them seemed

impressed by me at all, so I stuffed the card in my wallet and stumbled off.

I didn’t need another youth group, anyway. I had youth groups coming out my
ears — there was Agape in Perth, the Korean one Jang had taken me to, and
there was Delta Chi — the group in Hong Kong my aunty had instructed me to
go to. It seemed church folk had connections all over the globe, and my aunty’s
reach was very long when it came to my spiritual well-being. Delta Chi was
full of good, wholesome American kids to whom I could not relate. No matter
which lot of people I was with, I acted like I had better things to do, because I
did not feel like I fitted in with any of them. I felt like a bad influence.

I knew this to be the case for my new friend Ryan, from Delta Chi. He was
a good boy trying to decide whether or not he wanted to be bad. It didn’t suit

him. He always looked very shifty as he tried to convince me he was totally
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comfortable smoking my cigarettes after Friday night meetings. Ryan was a
year younger than me. When we first met, I remember thinking he looked a lot
like a quarterback sort of character off Beverly Hills 90210. His family,
originally from Texas, lived on a yacht in Hong Kong while his father did
missionary work in China.

Ryan and his siblings were students at the prestigious American
International School. The first time we met, [ was very clear with Ryan about
the nature of my attendance at the youth group. I was not there by choice. As I
partied and got ready to leave Hong Kong, Ryan continued to encourage me to
‘get real with God’. He had started to turn down my offers of cigarettes, and
was now refusing to accompany me to Repulse Bay. Something about
boundaries. He and my other closest friends made me mixed tapes and wrote
letters with enclosed photos to take with me when I finally left Hong Kong.

And then my time finally came.

I leant my head against the cold window as the airplane gathered speed
along Kai Tak Airport’s runway. The plane passed the point of no return and I
took in a deep breath. I had really done it. I had gone and left. All my life, I had
travelled from one airport to another with my family; now, here I was, fifteen
years old and alone, on my way into the sky.

I wondered if this hunk of engineering could carry me far enough away
from my family to ensure I would not end up like them; if I could find some
way to belong in Perth instead of in Hong Kong. I wanted a fresh start. It was
best if I disappeared. Did I even want to belong in Perth? Maybe, if I kept
trying, eventually God would knock me over. I didn’t want to be like the
Christians, but I didn’t want to be myself, either.

I was running away, but I was heading toward something I was not sure
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about at all. Sitting under the cold blast of the plane’s air-conditioning, I pulled

my blanket up over my shoulders and turned my head to quietly cry.
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1995

I was fifteen years old and living in Perth, and the Christians were out to get
me. On some level I knew I was too weak, that sheer forces of loneliness
would eventually overpower me, but I was determined not to go down without
a fight. Summoning every ounce of strength I had, I put on an unfriendly and
disinterested front for as long as I possibly could, but the match was fixed. I
was the wayward niece of the pastors. I was number one on the hit list of every
evangelist in the church. Everyone was praying for me, they all kept telling me
so. I didn’t stand a chance.

Boarding school was my only respite from the church. This was another
interesting place, made up entirely of Asians who had come in search of
education in an English-speaking land. Little did our parents know, and
contrary to what the school brochure would have had us believe, not one of us
would say ‘G’day, mate’ to a blonde, blue-eyed local the whole time we were
there. English was my mother tongue and, being half Welsh, I was the closest
thing to a white girl in the whole school. I stuck out. Much of my time in Perth
was spent wondering where are all the Australians were. I would complete my
year there, getting my Mandarin up to a fluent level, with just the faintest hint
of a Singaporean accent.

Everything and everyone in Perth felt like a threat. They had funny
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accents, terrible grammar and a sense of humour I could not appreciate. To
make matters worse, it seemed that the majority of them were obsessed with
the eternal destiny of my soul. I didn’t dare accept the offers of cigarettes from
the cool crowd — my relatives had already told me there were a couple of other
church-goers in my tiny school, and I could not risk word getting back to them.
Living outside of my comfort zone, I became timid and terribly afraid of being
caught. Juxtaposed against the church, I had become acutely aware of my
badness: embarrassed, ashamed even.

On one of the leaflets I had been given at the Study Abroad fair, I read that
I ran the risk of being deported if I broke the law during my time as an
overseas student in Australia. I had been told by various people that I was
expected to be on my best behaviour. The warnings were made with such
severity that I started to feel quite paranoid. The risk of being ID’ed and
deported for trying to purchase cigarettes in a shop terrified me. I never had
any money, anyway. The allowance sent by my parents was more than enough,
but I did not know how to manage it. Every time I received it, I spent it
immediately on nail polish and hair dye at the nearest chemist.

I could not bring myself to buy cigarettes. My involuntary withdrawal
process left me with no dignity. During the first few weeks at school, I would
escape into the surrounding suburb at lunch break, searching the gutters for
discarded cigarette butts. One hot and sunny day, a car slowed down beside me
as [ trawled the pavements, looking for something to smoke. He was trawling
for something else.

‘How arya?’ An Australian man, probably in his forties, leant out of his car
window and smiled a friendly smile. But it was the cigarette in his hand that

caught my eye.
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‘Hello.” I smiled, knowing that he liked what he saw.

‘What are you doing?’ He slipped his sunglasses up, onto his head. He was
much too old for me. He had wrinkles around his smiling eyes.

‘I’d like a smoke, but I don’t want to get carded in a shop.’ I didn’t have
much time. Lunch break was almost over, but if we could move this along
quickly I could smoke a whole cigarette and deodorise before my next class.

‘Is that right?’ He took a drag of his cigarette and exhaled in a long,
exaggerated breath. ‘Too young, are you?’

‘That’s right.” I kept smiling, even though I was getting impatient. ‘Do you
want to give me one of yours?’

‘How about this.” Now his eyes were sparkling. ‘How about you get in and
I drive you to the next corner shop? I’ll buy you your own pack.’

I was desperate, but I was not naive. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Come on, I’ll even pay for them.’

He had no idea whose daughter he was dealing with. I would have passed a
test as obvious as this one at the age of five.

‘How about I wait here,’ I said, ‘you go buy me a pack and then drive back
here to give it to me?’

He stopped smiling. ‘Forget it. You’re not even worth it.” He pulled his
glasses back down and drove away.

It turned out that the inhabitants of that particular suburb tended to smoke

down to the filter, so after two weeks I was forced to go cold turkey.

In the boarding house, I shared a room with two Indonesian girls called Yani
and Yenni. They were not related in any way, other than their common Islamic

faith. I often woke in the early hours of the morning, startled by the sight of the
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two of them wrapped in shawls, standing, kneeling, bowing on their carpets
pointing to Mecca. No one told them to do it. They just got up every single day
and did it.

Although I had not wanted to associate with the Christians, I’d unwittingly
been influenced from my time with the church. One day, I found myself
chatting with Yani about God and drawing her a diagram we had been taught at
the youth group. The diagram depicted a cross-shaped bridge over the great
chasm between God and man. I had little personal experience with which to
pad out the story, and when I was finished Yani drew the Islamic equivalent for
me. When she calmly explained that Jesus was not a bridge, but was, in fact,
one of multiple prophets, I accepted that I was out of my depth. Neither of us
was sure what to do after completing our respective drawings, so we agreed to

leave it and head downstairs for dinner.

We were served a greasy meal of fried meat on white rice, with a token bite’s
worth of veg in an oily plastic box, three times a day. The school offered no
physical education whatsoever, and I had quit ballet training shortly before I
left Hong Kong. My body was beginning to protest. I felt heavy and sluggish. I
was a giant compared to all of my tiny Asian classmates, boys included. My
skin was as greasy as the food I was fed, and my stomach growled loudly,
regardless of what I put into it. In class, I would feel a rumble coming on and
then try to fake a coughing fit to cover the highly embarrassing sounds. The
embarrassment was so much that I finally went to see a doctor. She was an
older Australian lady, and I had to navigate my way right across the strange
new city to get to her clinic.

‘My stomach is making really loud grumbling noises when I’m not even
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hungry,’ I said.

She looked at me like I was a wicked schoolgirl, deliberately wasting her
time.

‘Well, it must be the bread,’ she replied. ‘I know you Asians don’t eat a lot
of bread where you come from. Your body isn’t used to the Australian diet. It
doesn’t matter; a grumbling stomach won’t hurt you.’

‘Can you give me some medicine to clear up my skin?’

She stared at me as if [ had insulted her mother.

I had come all that way and didn’t want to leave empty handed. ‘My doctor
in Hong Kong gave me some pills once, and they worked very well.’

‘Oh, really?” She was looking straight into my soul and could see I was a
bad person.

“Yes, so if I could just have those again I'm sure it would help...’

‘I don’t know much about Chinese medicine,’ said the doctor, ‘but I will
tell you, from an ethical point of view, that I am loathed to hand out drugs for
vanity’s sake — [ won’t do it, unless the condition is so severe it is causing the
patient significant distress. Yours is not. Unless you can tell me the exact name
of whatever it was you used to take, I will not be able to help you. What were
the pills called?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘They were red and yellow capsules, and [ wasn’t
allowed to drink milk after taking them.’

‘No,” she replied, ‘I just can’t give you anything based on this information.
I suggest you eat less bread and drink less milk.’

‘Thanks.’ I left with nothing.

I began to make myself vomit after every meal. Maybe life had become all too
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much for me to swallow, or maybe I was just bored and I had seen someone do
it in an episode of Models, Inc. Whatever the reason, I began a shamefully
intimate relationship with toilet bowls everywhere I went. I was quite smart
about it, though.

Human Biology was my favourite subject at school. Something about the
teacher’s technique fitted my learning style. Four times a week, she would
stand at the front of the class with her eyeglasses suspended low on the bridge
of her nose and dictate the entire lesson from a piece of paper. We, the class,
would take down the dictation and then sit quietly to go over what we had
written. The first thing I did when I returned to my room at the end of the day
was rewrite the lesson, twice — first in a blue pen, then in black. And then, I
coloured the important bits with a yellow highlighter before filing them. It was
fascinating stuff: the reproductive system, the respiratory system, the lymphatic
system, the digestive system... Each system came with big long words I
enjoyed spelling out and colourful diagrams to draw.

I was taught that digestive acid from the stomach could travel upwards
when you vomit, causing heartburn, and that chronic vomiting could result in
damage to the oesophagus. I also learnt that the telltale signs of people with
bulimia included bad breath, rotten teeth and brittle hair and fingernails. Armed
with the power of knowledge, I went to the chemist and purchased a very large
bottle of thick pink liquid antacid, chewing gum, and hot oil treatment for my
hair. I already had a good collection of nail polish.

Every day after I had done my homework, I settled on my bed to unlatch
my little suitcase full of tiny bottles and paint my nails. The acetone fumes,
like aromatherapy, helped me to forget my cares for those moments. At dinner,

I downed my greasy meal as everyone commented on my nail-art skills and
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asked me to do their nails, too.

I never chatted for long. Experience taught me that the sooner I
regurgitated my meal, the less painful the process would be. I had perfected my
system. I knew exactly how much drink to have with the meal in order to
achieve optimum vomit consistency. Not only did the varnish mask any
discolouration of my nails, but the bitter chemical taste also helped the gag
reflex along. I experimented with doing jumping jacks and then handstands
against the wall before moving into the bathroom. Eventually, I developed
enough muscle control to wretch efficiently and completely silently without
any need of pre-vomiting acrobatics. I stuck my index and middle finger deep
into my mouth and un-swallowed my food, my drink, my loneliness, my stupid
decision to leave home, and all the religious propaganda that had been forced
down my throat. Once it was flushed away, I replaced the void with a large
capful of the chalky pink minty stuff, brushed my teeth, and went to bed.

The school and adjoining boarding house were a repurposed motel with a
few temporary classrooms made out of shipping containers, albeit quite nice-
looking ones. We were situated in one of several Chinatown-sort of areas in the
city of Perth. Dotted about the surrounding area were Asian restaurants, parks
and small businesses. The air was clean and the skies were blue.

That blue sky felt a million times bigger in Australia than it ever did in
Hong Kong — I stared up at it and tried my best to believe that that same sky
stretched all the way over my family back at home. I would close my eyes and
bid my spirit fly. I lifted up into that blueness, up over the short Australian
houses, over the Swan River, the dark open sea. I drew in the pungent smells as
I neared Hong Kong’s not-so-fragrant harbour. I wove between tall buildings,

up the hill, over the university campus and then into my parents’ open bedroom
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window. I snuggled into bed between my mother and father, closed my eyes
and thanked the heavens that I hadn’t really grown up and left home, after all.

But I had. The vacant roads and empty pavements in Perth were wastefully
wide and under-utilised. There was no jostling or nudging of passing foot

traffic. No contact to be had whatsoever.

One block down from the school was a grassy park area. I felt awkward about
the park because, during one of my first few visits to the school before the year
officially kicked off, I had noticed a group of Aborigines sitting in a large
circle on the grass. They seemed so content with life, sitting there, spending
their day in community and fellowship. It was what was missing from my life.
I fancied the idea of befriending them, learning their culture, finding my place
in the world with them. As a child, I had built my expectations of Australia on
a questionable foundation of Crocodile Dundee, Rolf Harris and Neighbours.
Somewhere in my heart, I think I was hoping to find an unlikely sense of
belonging with this minority group. They sat on the grass like a big strong
family, each one deserving of their spot and all perfectly at ease with one
another. I thought that, perhaps, they would be able to lead me to some koalas,
or teach me to bake grubs and sweet potatoes by burying them in the hot desert
sand.

I confided in Lisal, who was horrified by my plans to befriend the
Aborigines. She sternly explained that there was a strong chance that they were
unfriendly, unemployed and very drunk.

‘They won’t want you intruding.’

I didn’t believe her, and went to the park the next day despite her

warnings. As I got up close to the group, the smell of spirits hit me, just as one
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of the men looked up.
‘What the fuck are yous looking at? Get away from here.’

So that is what I did.

Opposite the park was an Asian supermarket where we Asian students were
able to buy most of our soul food items, like instant noodles, Vitasoy in glass
bottles and snacks like Calabee potato chips and White Rabbit candies:
imported and sold to us at insultingly inflated prices. These Asian
supermarkets all around the world smell the same: herby, artificially sweet and
exotic — and, ironically, unfamiliar. Coconut candies, Hi-Chews, Haw Flakes
and Vita Lemon Tea could not comfort me, though. They were powerless
against a backdrop of eucalyptus trees and pickup trucks. If I closed my eyes
whilst sucking on an over-priced wah mui and tried to imagine I was in Hong
Kong, my ears would let the pretence down: the local soundtrack of galahs and
crows clashed with my heart’s cry for pile drivers and slamming minibus
doors. Those bloody birds kicked up their awful din every single morning
before sunrise. It was a taunt, a personal reminder that I was not at home.

During a half-term holiday, my parents and I agreed it would be best for
me to stay in Perth instead of travelling home to Hong Kong. They were going
to Oxford for the summer, as our family had always done; only, now that I was
on the Australian school calendar, I could not join them. It shouldn’t have
made any difference to me where in the world they were, since anywhere still
amounted to not here. Yet, knowing they had gone to England left me feeling
more isolated than ever. My roommates and most of the other boarders went
home for the week, and I sat alone with my memories of happy family

summers that felt a lifetime away.
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‘Won’t be lonely, what?’ said Jacqueline, from the room next door, having
overheard me telling Yani that [ was planning to stay in the boarding house.

‘I’1l be fine,’ I said, closing our door.

‘Don’t like to go home, is it?” said Samson, a Year 12 boy, as he pulled his
suitcase past me at the main entrance later that afternoon. He was one of the
last boarders to clear out for the week.

‘I might go and stay with my cousins,’ I lied, heading back to my room for
the night.

I was left almost entirely alone in the boarding house. Everyone else went
home, or went to stay with their guardian. I always had the option of going
back to see my relatives, who lived in a very nice house in a very nice suburb.
On this occasion, however, I chose not to. Although I could not put a finger on
what it was, [ knew it was time to deal with something. Something just under
my skin, the problem I could not identify, but knew had been there for some
time. It was still very much present, rustling around just beneath the surface. If
I could finally deal with it, perhaps I could feel better.

Alone with my thoughts in the boarding house, I began to hatch a plan.
Perhaps I need to be in hospital. If people went to live in a hospital until they
felt better, why shouldn’t I do the same? Hospitals were where damaged people
got fixed. I did not know exactly what I needed to do to secure a bed in a
hospital, but I was quite sure a broken bone would at least get me through the
door. Then, they would realise I needed more attention.

The next evening I turned on the TV for noise coverage. I piled up some
textbooks and leant my left forearm against them. I took up one of my
rollerblades with my right hand, raised it high, drawing it slightly behind my

head. I closed my eyes and slammed it down on my left forearm.
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Nothing happened. I needed to be stronger. I tried again, repeatedly. I
mustered up all the pain and hatred I could lay claim to and directed it at my
left arm, pummelling with all my might. I bashed myself for two straight
minutes before admitting defeat. I could not break my own arm. I was

unbreakable. And trapped. I didn’t even bruise.

I slid the rollerblades back under my bed, where I noticed a crumpled scrap of
paper. It was the diagram I had drawn for Yani. Looking at my illustration of
the gulf between man and God, I sunk further into despair. The picture meant
nothing to me. The people and the land I had surrounded myself with meant
nothing to me, and I meant nothing to them. My family were the only ones I
felt safe with, and I had been stupid enough to leave them. I couldn’t go back.
They weren’t there, anyway. It was night and even the noisy birds had shut up.
There I was, in the silence. I had nobody. I was nothing.

I walked out of the boarding house into the middle of the grassy park. I
didn’t care whether the group of Aboriginals would be there or not. I didn’t
care if I got locked out of the school. I didn’t plan on going back. I planned on
ending my life. Somehow, I could not let this go on any longer. My mind was
made up.

‘I’'m done,’ I said to no one.

No one is here, 1 told myself. No one can hear me.

No One, can you hear me?

If you can hear me, if you are real, and if you are listening, then this is it.
This is going to be your one and only chance with me. Either you tell me you
are there, or I am going to kill myself. [ am done with it.

I looked up, belligerent.
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That big black sky was too dark to be the same sky hanging over Hong
Kong, or Oxford. If my parents looked up at that moment, they would not see
the same blackness I saw. I stared upwards, heels dug into the grass, a face-off
with the heavens. I was not going to cry.

My eyes settled on just one of the billions of stars on display that night. I"d
grown up accustomed to seeing only one or two through Hong Kong’s smog.
The Australians were spoilt. There were billions of stars to look at here, but
that night I was only going to deal with one. There it hung, smug and carefree.
It was not fat, or stupid, or unable to break its own arm. It did not have my
problems. All it had to do was be there, up there, as far from me as anything
could possibly be. It had nothing to prove, and I hated it. It flickered more than
all of the others. And then it flickered even more. It was clearly trying to tell
me something. It started jumping up and down, waving frantically, and trying
to hold my attention.

A second later, it unhinged itself from its place in infinity and shot across
my view, fizzling spectacularly out of sight. But it wouldn’t let me go. I was
transfixed. It had flung itself out of the heavens, and was gone. Although I
could no longer see it with my eyes, I knew exactly where it had gone: it shot
straight out of the sky and into my mouth, down my damaged throat, burning
as it went, and lodged itself in.

God? Was that you?

A temperate breeze softly rattled the dry eucalyptus branches, and
somewhere in the night a dog barked.

Did you do that for me?

Two cars drove down the road and one large, wet drop formed over my

right eye, and then another in the left.
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Are you there?

Tears spilled down my cheeks and my heart began to throb. Everything
was burning.

Have you been here all along?

The trees stood still, they held their breath, and finally I inhaled. I took in
what was happening. I had taken in that fiery star. I had taken it all the way in.
It was still burning in my very depth. Settling into every cell. Stilling me to the

core€.
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1995

The school year came to a close. I went through the necessary motions to
complete my work. I was unable to comprehend what had happened that night
in the park, unwilling to attempt to deal with it until I was home. My mother
picked me up from the airport in Hong Kong and, as we drove home, I told her,
in no uncertain terms, that I would not be returning to Perth.

‘I hated it, Mum.’

‘Oh, my darling, why didn’t you tell me sooner?’ She was genuinely
surprised. ‘I thought you were doing very well at school.’

For the first time in my life, I had done well in my studies, and I had
managed to cross some small sections of the gaping cultural divide between
my classmates and me. They even told me they’d decided I wasn’t as bad as [
first looked. I had absorbed some of their ways. I learnt to spin my pen in class,
and pass notes on little bits of paper folded into delicate origami shapes. Still,
all I wanted to do was leave. I had packed my Year 11 life into two boxes and
put them in the school’s storeroom, hoping never to see them again.

‘I hated it, Mum. I won’t go back, no matter what.’

‘Alright, my darling,” she said, only slightly miffed. ‘We can talk about
this later.’

The minute I got home, I rushed to my room and called Ryan. He was
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waiting for my call, ready to tell me the latest developments.

‘I’'m going to a different youth group now! You have got to come with

I allowed myself to be happy to hear his voice; I allowed myself to feel the
joy of being at home. I thought it would be okay to engage in life in Hong
Kong a bit, even though I didn’t know how long I would be there. I told him
about what had happened that night with the shooting star. I told him I knew
that God was real, but that I still didn’t want to be part of the church.

‘I reckon the Christians still suck.’

“This is a really big deal,” said Ryan. ‘No, it’s a really, really big deal. You
got saved! Really saved! I’ve been praying for you. Meet me tomorrow at

Pacific Place and I'll take you to SNA. I think you’ll really like it. It’s cool.’

SNA, Saturday Night Alive, was held weekly in the basement of the English-
Speaking Methodist Church in Wanchai, just down the road from Island
School, my old secondary school. Ryan walked me into the basement room,
proud to be seen bringing a friend to church — a practice always encouraged by
youth leaders (that is, until good young men walk in with bad young girls).
We walked in, and a couple of the youth leaders looked up. I was ready

for the pending disapproval of any adult [ met; they always seemed to know
the truth about me. This time, however, I appeared to be welcome; and, as it
happened, I was not the worst sinner in the room by a long shot. Still, Ryan
was under strict instruction to leave me in the care of the girls and not to date
me. Not a problem for either of us — we were just friends.

SNA meetings consisted of a set of worship songs led by someone singing

into a mic and playing an acoustic guitar. Worship was followed by
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announcements, then a Bible-based message from one of the leaders, and then
there was ‘ministry time’, where we would be asked to pray for one another’s

needs. After that there was ‘hang out time’, which usually involved sitting on

the floor outside the British fish and chips restaurant, Harry Ramsden’s, down
on Queens Road East.

The youth group was founded and led by an American guy called Jym. He
was that spitting image of MacGyver I had met at Repulse Bay. I heaved a sigh
of relief when I realised he did not remember me from a little over a year
before. He earned instant credibility with all the teens on account of his
previous job: Jym was the former drummer of City Beat, a gweilo rock band
who sang in perfect Cantonese.

The youth leader in charge of the music was the Korean-Filipino guy from
the beach, an ex-triad member called Carlos, who also did not remember me.
He had a huge tattoo of a topless woman on his arm. The question he was often
asked by the precocious teenagers was why didn’t he have a shirt tattooed onto
her after he became a Christian.

‘God accepts me just the way I am,” was his standard response.

Carlos had a singing voice that cried, melting our hearts and giving even
the most image-conscious teenager permission to sob like a repentant sinner.
Wads of wet tissue paper lined the wooden parquet floor at SNA when Carlos
led worship. Something in the music spoke to the Something in our souls that
no words could ever reach.

‘I didn’t do so well in school,” he said, when the singing was done and it
was time for us to ‘listen up’. ‘But one thing I know for sure, is that I’ve tried
things my own way. I lived what I thought was the tough life, the hardcore life

— drugs, sex, rock and roll and all that. I tried everything, but none of it got me
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anything but trouble. None of it did a single good thing in my life. But then I
tried Jesus. I found out that Jesus’ love is the most radical thing out there, and
that surrendering myself at the foot of his cross was the most radical thing I
could ever do with my life, man.’

I sat, crossed-legged on the floor, stunned and in awe of what I was
hearing, as if for the first time. You can be into Jesus and still be cool.

Daughin was another of the leaders on the SNA team. Both he and Carlos
had come through St Stephens, Jackie Pullinger’s drug rehabilitation ministry,
the same one Lisal had volunteered at all those years ago. Daughin was an
American-Chinese Eurasian. His parents had been drug dealers and were
responsible for giving him a Hindu name on a whim.

‘Spell it,” he demanded, after I told him my name was Jacinta.

‘Well, how do you spell your name?’ I tried to act unfazed.

‘It’s spelled D-A-U-G-H-I-N. You say it dog — in. Welcome to SNA, go
hang out with the girls.’

Daughin had an in-your-face style. There was no hiding from him. He was
direct and saw no reason ever to soften his gospel-fuelled blows of truth. No
subject was out of bounds with Daughin: not sex, pornography, masturbation,
addiction, stealing, cheating, jealousy, or insecurity. He kept no secrets from
us, and demanded we return the favour.

His approach was strangely effective with my peers and me. Daughin was
engaged to Priscilla, a Swedish beauty. Priscilla was the daughter of
missionaries and she had grown up in Pakistan. She came to Hong Kong after
graduation to smuggle the good news into China wearing a long skirt with
deep, bible-width pockets sewn into the lining. She stood tall and slim, with

huge blue eyes and blonde hair down past her waist. She was beautiful and
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friendly, and brave enough to love a character as complicated as Daughin. All
this made her the ultimate role model, capturing the attention of every teenaged
girl in the youth group. We all wanted to be like her.

Two other friends at SNA were Nic and Ben Tse, Chinese-Malaysian
brothers who had graduated from the French school and were now home for
the holidays. They were at university in Melbourne, and knew the plight of an
overseas student all too well. They played in a band called Punkture, and were
friends with someone whose dad owned a record label. Ben was a skater with
pants bigger and slung lower than the laws of physics could explain. Nic was
the same, only with an old-skool punk mohawk to boot.

I fell in love with all of them instantly. The kids who made up SNA were a
motley crew. The group was a like a Benetton poster, or a UN meeting of the
teenaged social tribes: punk rock skater kids, nerds, drama geeks, dropouts,
homeschooled randoms and athletes. Within these genres were representatives
from the French, English, American, and German international schools, and
even a few from local schools.

The kids who found themselves at home in SNA were often the ones who
struggled to fit in at their schools. Little effort was needed to maintain harmony
within the youth group. The leaders kept us busy dealing with our deepest
issues, teaching us about God and community, hosting visits from the
‘brothers’ from St Stephen’s, or serving the poor in Hong Kong. We went
overseas on mission trips to places like Manila’s Smokey Mountain to serve
the homeless scavengers who lived on the decomposing rubbish heaps, or
Thailand to perform evangelistic dramas and maybe even minister to lady-
boys.

I am sure that a few of us weren’t genuinely interested in God, but stuck

102



around just for the camaraderie of it all. We were all misfits living on the
melting icecap that was colonial Hong Kong, and because of this there was a
strangely tangible sense that we were living in our glory days. This sentiment
was heightened for the likes of those of us who were only home in Hong Kong
for the holidays and would soon be leaving again. Our days were literally
numbered and, once gone, we knew we’d have nothing but memories to see us

through the year.

That first day, when I showed up in the basement of the English-Speaking
Methodist Church, I was confronted with my past. There, apprenticing under
Carlos in the art of worship leading, was Tom Read from Island School. I don’t
remember ever saying more than three words to him during our time at school
because we ran in such different crowds. He was popular. I was not. He was
the captain of the volleyball team. I was the weird girl with tattoos. But here, at
SNA, the playing field was levelled and we took the chance to reacquaint.

‘Jacinta Sweeting...” He spoke the official Hong Kong international accent
that is no accent, and all accents, depending on the person you were talking to.
When two international kids speak to each other, the tone straddles the line
between question and statement, ending each phrase with an upward emphasis.

“You are the last person I would expect to see here.’

He had a point.

Tom came from a Christian home, and had been in Hong Kong since the
age of six. He was blessed with British parents who did not force their way
when it came to faith. He had nothing to rebel against. He had done his share
of partying and dating, but he told me he was tired of the scene at school; it

was superficial. He had begun to turn down invitations from the cool crowd,
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and he was already on the receiving end of the stigma that often attaches to an
openly Christian teenager.

Island School was a bitchy scene. Tall Poppy Syndrome did not
discriminate between gender or social tribe. Anyone who dared step outside the
boundaries set by the Lead Bitches was fair game. I had never succeeded in the
game of high school politics, but Tom had. He had done pretty well, but his
conscious decision to step away from the school crowd did not make sense to
most of his peers. The Island School Skaters caught wind of the fact that Tom
and some of the SNA guys had electric guitars and skateboards. The SNA guys
were mockingly dubbed The Brotherhood of Righteous Skaters. They all loved
this, and took it as evidence that they were making some sort of impact. We all
embraced the title with glee, even going so far as to have silver dog tags

engraved and T-shirts printed with BORS across the front.

The Australian summer couldn’t last forever. The start of my final year of high
school loomed in the distance, and I realised my whirlwind romance with SNA
was nearly at an end. I could not bear the thought of returning to Perth.
Fortunately, my mother had been very cooperative, agreeing to a compromise:
Melbourne.

She had studied at Melbourne Ladies College and had fond memories of
her time there. She kept in touch with her school friends, and knew one of them
would make an excellent guardian for me if she could get me a place in the
school. MLC was full that year, but another friend put us in touch with
Melbourne Girls> Grammar School, an equally prestigious, traditional
Anglican school. Plans were made, money was paid and soon it was time to

pack my life back into a suitcase — only, this time I went joyfully, knowing a
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substantial slice of SNA — Ben and Nick — would be there to meet me when I
arrived in Melbourne.

Before I could connect with the Tse brothers, I had to settle into my new
boarding school. MGGS could not have been more unlike Beaufort College.
After leaving my things in my room, I was given a tour of the boarding house
and a chance to meet some of the boarders.

‘This is Webby, Pru, Chez, Mon, Ceels and Al,’ said Suzie, the head girl,
as she showed me around.

‘G’day, Jaceentah,’ said every girl I met, friendly and easy-going. Many of
the borders were country girls whose families lived very far away.

‘And this, is the Breville,” said Suzie. She was showing me a kitchen
appliance that looked like a flat waffle iron sitting next to some bread, cheese
and Vegemite. “You can have one of these any time you are hungry, and later

we’ll teach you how to do the Tim Tam Toke.’

Chapel is a common feature of Anglican school life. We had mid-week chapel
at school, and us boarders also had to attend weekend chapel. I liked chapel,
even though it was not cool like SNA; there were no baggy jeans or electric
guitars. It was church, but church with a bit of dignity, without anyone being
on my case. We just sang songs, listened to some Bible readings and went on
our way. [ was amazed as I watched the blonde schoolgirls belt out the hymns,
and assumed this meant that they were as passionate about Jesus as the SNAers
were.

‘Nah, we just always sing like this, Juzzy,” Al explained. ‘It doesn’t mean
anything.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Can you please not call me Juzzy?’
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The vice-head told the school Chaplin that I was serious about my faith
and, as a result, I was invited to speak in chapel on two occasions. I remember
preparing and delivering a five-minute message about why we should all pray.

‘Nice speech,’ said my schoolmates as they left the room.

I watched as they walked out, and became acutely aware of yet another
cultural chasm threatening to swallow me whole if I attempted to cross it with
anything less than my best effort. I did not have the strength. It was time for

another move.

Perhaps I could go to dance school, 1 thought. Ballet was something I had
always loved. Hong Kong didn’t have what I would call a ballet boarding
school — something I wasn’t entirely sure existed anywhere in the world, but
must have read about in a children’s book at some point. It sounded heavenly —
a school where work meant dancing. You danced and ate healthy food, and
then slept deeply to rest your weary muscles so you could do it all again the
next day.

I had passed an academy of performing arts on my way into Melbourne’s
city centre by tram, and later found the telephone number in the yellow pages. I
made a secret trip to the phone box outside the school to avoid having to tell
anyone what I was hoping to do. I phoned the academy and said I was
interested in being a dancer.

As soon as the words left my lips, waves of self-consciousness and
inadequacy broke over me. The woman on the other end of the line was saying
helpful things, like how wonderful that I had called and she would need me to
come in to get some more information, but I was no longer listening. All I

could hear was the shameful lapping of that tide: Stupid idiot, what the hell are
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you doing? 1 hung up the phone and pretended the incident had never

happened.

Living in the boarding house limited my access to Nic and Ben, so after a
quick phone call to my mother, then another to the principal, I was permitted to
move into my own one-bedroom flat, two tram rides away from school, two
blocks away from Melbourne Uni, and one block from my SNA brothers. My
mother sent money for furniture, which I bought, and soon after had to sell
again due my lack of budgeting skills.

With only four months left of school to complete, I lived in an empty
apartment with only a desk at which to do my homework, a pillow and two
duvets: one to sleep on top of, one underneath. I quickly learnt the cheapest
foods to eat: every morning I had porridge oats cooked in water with a
sprinkling of sugar. I had no fridge for storing milk. For lunch, I ate a Breville
toasted sandwich from the Year 12 common room, and on the way home I
bought the smallest possible amount of bak choi from Victoria Market to eat
with white rice and oyster sauce for dinner. My mother insisted we speak on
the phone every single day. At the age of sixteen, she trusted me enough to live
alone in another country, but not enough to make it through the day without
speaking to her.

‘I have some exciting news,” she said one day. ‘I’m coming to visit you!’

‘Oh... great, Mum...’ [ hadn’t expected this. I didn’t have so much as a
spare cup for her to drink from.

I decided the best plan of action would be to wait until I met her at the
airport before explaining what the sleeping arrangements would be.

“You mean, you don’t have any furniture at all?” She was delightfully
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intrigued.

‘Well, I have a desk.’

‘I was wondering why you sounded so strange when I told you I was
coming. This week will be fun. We can pretend we are camping in the woods!
What a clever little thing you are! Just wait until your father hears about this!
You are a clever little Itch indeed.’

Here was something I had needed to discuss with her. ‘Mum, I want you to
stop saying we are witches.’

‘But we are witches. I am a witch and you are a little Itch.” She seemed
almost offended that I had even questioned this fact.

‘It was funny and cute when I was a kid, I guess,’ I said. ‘But I’'m not a kid
anymore, and I want you to stop saying it.’

‘Oh darling, what are you getting in a knot over this for? You should be
very grateful for being an Itch — it’s not something people just get to choose,
you know. You were born with it. It means you are special.’

‘Mum, I’m serious. I’'m a Christian now and I don’t want you to say we are
witches. In fact, [ want you to say you are not a witch. I want you to say you
made it all up. You don’t cast spells on people. You don’t practise the dark
arts. You aren’t evil. Do you know how freaked out my church leaders got
when I told them my mother is a witch? There’s nothing good about being
special; it’s dumb. I want us to be normal!’ I was getting upset and I could see
she was holding back a fit of giggles.

She took in a breath and tried to compose herself. ‘Now listen, Lou Lou.
There’s more to being a witch than magic potions and spells. That’s the stuff of
children’s books. I’'m not saying I wear a pointy black hat and have a wart on

my nose!” Mum took a moment to let out a laugh, and then tried to look serious
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again and went on. ‘But we are very powerful, my darling, and we do have
magic. There’s just so much more to this world than you could even imagine,
more than those Christians know about... I know this because I am a Christian,
too, among other things... There are many paths, my baby.’

‘Oh, you’re a Christian, are you?!” Now I was mad. More than anything in
the world, I wanted her to be a Christian, for her to be one of the normal ladies
at church who carried a fat Bible in a handmade quilted Bible cover with
handles, and brought food to potlucks. And I wanted to feel the assurance that
she would be going to heaven when she died. I had believed that, if I could just
trick her into saying the magic words of the Sinner’s Prayer, then it would be a
done deal. But even though she had willingly obliged all of my church-related
demands, her behaviour and her refusal to renounce all other spiritual
affiliations were a big problem. I looked at her. I looked at the women I saw in
church, and back again, and just knew I did not have a match.

‘Mum, you can’t be a Christian and also be a witch! You have to say you
are no longer a witch!” I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of
my mouth. I couldn’t believe this was a real conversation.

“You need to be more open-minded, Jacinta Louise,” replied my mum. ‘If
it makes you feel any better, I will say I am a Christian witch — I’m a white
witch who is friends with Jesus, alright? Are you happy with that? Is that good
enough for you? You Christians are all so narrow-minded, but Mummy will
say what you want because I love you. So? Are you happy now?’

I was not the slightest bit happy, but I knew that once she started talking
about open-mindedness, all hope of a meaningful discussion was lost. I didn’t
actually want a meaningful discussion. I just wanted my mother to renounce

witchcraft.
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We spent the week sleeping together between my two duvets, snuggled in just
like when I was a child. She picked me up after school and took me to the cafés
I had spent my days resenting — I never had any money, so I never let myself
even look into their windows. She took me right in and bought me an
expensive sandwich with a side of chips every day of her stay. That week of
being with my mother was like the coming true of a dream I hadn’t allowed
myself to dream during my two years of homesickness.

However, the dream week ended and my mum left. It didn’t occur to me
to ask her for some more money. I was so ashamed of the fact I had failed to
manage things myself, too proud to explore the possibility of coming home,
and too close to the end of the year for it to be worthwhile, anyway. It hadn’t
occurred to her that I needed anything but a week’s worth of sandwiches and a
good pep talk. As I said goodbye, I took in a deep breath. I needed it. I would
not allow myself to really exhale again until the school year was over.

I saw Ben after school almost every day of the week, doing my very best to
hide my poverty. We went skateboarding or just wandered around the city,
talking about our love for Hong Kong and how much we missed SNA. We
doodled and drew designs for an imaginary skate brand into a lined notebook
we called the Tag Book, which we occasionally posted to Tom for his
contributions.

I felt cooler just having met Nic and Ben; they were two surrogate brothers
unaware of the void they filled in my heart. Knowing we were spending the
year in Melbourne together was strength enough for me to make it through
another year away from home. I loved everything SNA had added to my life,

yet it all felt too good to be true and I knew that it would just be a matter of
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time before I screwed it all up.

I still wanted to smoke. Part of me still wanted to party, but I didn’t know
the right sort of people in Melbourne. I went to the petrol station near my flat
and bought myself a pack of cigarettes. After I said goodbye to Ben for the
day, and had made sure he was well on his way home, I crouched in the corner
of my balcony and smoked.

Serious Christians didn’t smoke. I knew this. Ben and Nic were totally
straight-edge — drug-free in every way. I was sure I would be struck off their
list of approved people the second they found me out. But I just could not stop.
I was living a double life and hating it. It was cool to have been a smoker, or
drug addict, or worse, but it was not cool to continue to mess with the dark side
once you had made your stand. I had made my stand, but somehow I still
wanted to smoke. I didn’t want them to know I had not had a miraculous
conversion — the sort that should have left me totally devoid of the desire to do
any wrong. So I hid. I hid and I smoked and I brushed my teeth and sprayed air
freshener, and I continued to do this for some time.

Nic was heavily involved in his university, and often off doing cool stuff
like being the DJ on the punk rock hour of campus radio. Ben and Nic were
connected with the members of a famous Christian death metal band called
Mortification — and, with them, were involved in a small Bible study, called
Metal Kingdom. 1 was invited to go along from time to time. We took the train
from Flinders Street Station to a suburb called Yarraville, and met in a
converted garage, which was also Phil, the drummer’s, bedroom.

I was a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl from Hong Kong, amongst a group of
metal/punk/bogan men, each a perfect gentleman, each another big brother for

me. There, I felt more at home than I ever had in Perth or my Anglican
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boarding school. We read the Nicene Creed together and often prayed for
Steve, Mortification’s lead singer, whom I never met. He had leukaemia, and
needed much prayer.

Mortification, therefore, was on hold. Phil, Ben, Nic and a punk called
Craig formed a new band: a straight-edge hardcore band called Callous, and I
was the self-appointed number one fan, despite the fact that [ was too young to
get into any of their shows.

During the school week, I listened to mix tapes that Ryan and Tom had
made in Hong Kong and sent to me via snail mail. Tom and I had become pen
pals. His letters were fast becoming a weekly highlight for which I would rush
home from school. I couldn’t wait to get back to Hong Kong, to get back to
SNA and to spend more time with Tom. Melbourne was more fun than Perth
had been, but I still felt very much like an unwelcome intruder. This was not
helped by the political climate at the time. Australia was home to a rapidly
increasing number of immigrants from all around Asia, and some Australians
were not happy about it. Pauline Hanson, a politician speaking out against
immigration, was gaining popularity, and to me it felt like everyone was on her
side.

‘Are you Chinese?’ A hobo on Swanston Street squinted to get a better
look at me after I put a coin in his hand.

I didn’t respond.

“You are! I don’t want your money — GO HOME!” He threw the coin back
at me.

1'd gladly go home right now if I could, don’t you worry about that.

Finally, my dream of finishing school came true and I found myself back
in Hong Kong again.
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Due to our different school systems, I graduated half a year before Tom. I
returned to Hong Kong just as he was completing his A levels. We remained
close friends for a couple of months after I got home. At the age of seventeen,
neither of us knew what to do with a relationship like the one we had
established by post. We hung out in groups with our SNA friends, and then
rushed home to talk for hours on the telephone. We were under the ever-
watchful eye of Daughin, who, at that point, was living with Tom’s family.
Tom was an avid music fan and, like many of the other boys at SNA, was
doing his best to keep up with what was happening in the Christian music
world — this was in Hong Kong in 1996, a time before MySpace, YouTube or
iTunes, before the internet had even become a mainstay in every household.
Tom had a crumpled-up copy of a product catalogue from an alternative
Christian record label called Tooth & Nail. He made a long-distance phone call
to place an order for a couple of CDs and T-shirts that would take over a month
to arrive in the post. When they were finally delivered, he rushed to my house
to give me a girl-sized band shirt of MxPx, the pop punk band that was our
current favourite. Their album was called ‘Teenage Politics’, and their lyrics,
legalistic people suck / legalism makes me sick / I wonder what makes them
tick, became a running theme in many of our late-night phone conversations.
We both loved God, but did not want to slot ourselves into conservative

evangelical Christian culture. We thought faith should be more than external
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appearances. But, more than anything, we wanted to make sure we were both
on the same wavelength. Alternative band shirts were not easy to come by in
Hong Kong in the 1990s. This had to be love. A year earlier, Tom had travelled
all the way to America with his best friend, Andrew, to attend a Christian
music festival called Cornerstone. He had found a new scene that excited him
much more than being in the popular crowd at Island School, and he was doing
all he could to keep up with it. We talked often about the possibility of going to
the Cornerstone festival together. His parents agreed to send him again as a
reward for completing secondary school, so I decided to get a job at a coffee
shop — partly to save up the money for my ticket, but mostly to fill the time as I
waited for my best friend to graduate.

When I mentioned to Tom that I had liked the idea of being a backing
singer, he arranged straight away for me to join the SNA worship team. I did
not know the first thing about singing harmonies, so I mouthed my way
through worship sets week after week. The music was always so loud, that I
figured it made no difference to anyone — and it didn’t, until the day we were
presented with a guest speaker who had The Gift of Prophesy.

SNA meetings were led by SNA leaders for the most part, but every so
often a visitor was invited to preach. We rarely knew anything about who they
were, but this one guy, an American man in his fifties, was introduced as
someone who was not going to preach, but instead would speak prophesies
over the group as we worshipped. This was something Daughin and Carlos had
prepared us for. They told us it was good for Christians to try to use the gifts
God had given them to encourage the church. However, as the church, it would
be our job to test everything that anyone ever said to us against what was

written in the Bible, that cults start because people believe false prophesies and
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fail to test what people say.

So we, the worship team, stood up at the front and made music. During
quieter instrumental moments, the Prophet would say things like,

‘The Lord is pleased with your worship!” or, ‘God is looking for a
generation of youth to lift up holy hands and make a difference in this world!”’

Albeit a little weird, and a lot showy, the guy was harmless enough. He
was not pushing people, like the minister back in Perth had done, and he
wasn’t telling anyone that they were going to burn in hell. But then, to my
horror, he started turning to individuals and saying personal things directly to
them.

‘God knows your heart is broken for the lost,” he said to one person. ‘He
has a special calling on your life! Work that only you can do!” And to another,
‘God knows your weakness. He sees you when you fall, each and every time,
and He wants you to know that He shall be your strength!’

By now, I was feeling a combination of terror and jealousy. I did not want
him to say anything to me in front of my friends, but I desperately wanted to
know if God had anything to say to me in front of my friends. Since I was up at
the front in the worship team, though, I figured it was unlikely he would.

‘God is your true father,” he declared over a girl in the back corner, who
was blubbing into both of her hands, snot dripping through. ‘Where your
earthly father has failed you, your heavenly father will never fail. He loves you
with an everlasting love, and He will never leave you nor forsake you!’

Fair enough, 1 thought, there’s nothing wrong with that. I don’t think I'm
in a cult. He’s not saying anything wrong. We’ll go away and test everything
later.

I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the music and my lip-syncing, and I
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was almost lost in a moment when I sensed someone in front of me. I opened
my eyes just in time to see the Prophet, eyes locked on target, taking the final
three steps needed to get into my personal space.

“You!” he boomed, and pointed at my heart. For a fraction of a second, I
was sure he was pointing at the microphone I was fake-singing into, and feared
he was about to blow my cover, but I was wrong.

‘God says, “You are a dancer!”’

With no idea how to respond to this statement, I held eye contact because
my mother taught me that eye contact equals strength. If I closed my eyes and
assumed the pray-for-me position, he was bound to pray for me, so I held my
eye contact. And, to my relief, he moved on to the next person.

‘What do you make of your prophesy?’ asked a girlfriend as we sat outside
Harry Ramsden’s after SNA had finished.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I guess he was right in that I used to take ballet, but
it’s a bit random, don’t you think?’

“You’ll need to pray about it,” she said. This was both the correct answer to
any question, and the quickest way out of a conversation that wasn’t going
anywhere, anyway. All I wanted was to belong with this new group of

Christian friends, not to be singled out, and not to be called away.

It was February, and I came home from work one day to find a hand-delivered
letter from Tom in my mailbox saying he missed writing me letters, but

reiterating how pleased he was that I was now home. We were both aware that
Valentine’s Day was approaching, and I was feeling threatened by the obvious
interest another friend was showing in Tom. The ball was in my court. I stole a

bottle of port from my parents’ collection, downed half of it, said a prayer,
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picked up the phone and dialled his number.

We talked as usual, but both knew someone needed to say something. We
were both terrified of getting it wrong. Neither of us wanted to make a move
that could potentially destroy our friendship. Tom was the best friend I had
ever known. After the first hour or so of chit-chat, I guzzled some more port.

‘Tom... I need to say something...’

‘Yes?’

There was an uncomfortable and awkwardly long silence.

‘...I think, I could, maybe, like you.’

Pause.

I quietly gulped down more port.

Tom finally spoke up. ‘Well... I know I like you. Let’s hang out, just you
and me.’

‘Okay. Deal. Yup. Got to go. Bye.’

We had our first date at Dan Ryan’s, Hong Kong’s family restaurant most
loved by our generation. It was Valentine’s Day, 1997. After eating our potato
skins, cups of chilli and World’s Smallest Sundaes, we walked around Hong
Kong Park, holding hands. After our first kiss at the top of the stairs by the
butterfly house, it was official: we were boyfriend and girlfriend.

We walked about in a giddy dream for a month or so, hanging out with
the crowd from SNA, then ending the night alone, sitting on a bench behind a
pillar on HKU’s campus — our favourite rendezvous — a five-minute walk from
my house, and ten minutes from his. We drank coffee from the vending
machine around the corner and looked over the university’s fishpond, talking

about music, church, fashion, tattoos, school, friends, and our dreams for the
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future. We wanted to live creative lives, to be in Hong Kong and to put our
faith first, happily ever after.

Yet, at the end of our first month of dating, we began to quarrel. I wanted
more time alone with my new boyfriend, but Tom said I was losing my
sociable side, the part of me he loved the most. We fought and made up often,
all the while continuing toward our goal of travelling together to the music
festival in the US. We had six months before some serious decisions had to be
made. We had both approached our relationship having previously come to the
conclusion that dating was pointless unless there was even a remote possibility
it would end in marriage. I was due to start my university studies in
Melbourne, and Tom would be studying in England — this, according to his
parents, was non-negotiable.

‘We could make it through three years long distance,’ said I, optimistic and
naive.

Tom nipped this idea in the bud. I called for a discussion with my parents
and, less than thirty minutes later, was granted their blessing to begin the
process of applying to universities in England. I had not visited England in
three long years. My experience in Australia had voided me of all desire for
adventure. I did not want to have to meet another group of friends. I did not
want to explore my way around another new city. I did not want to start all
over again. The only way to minimise the hassle attached to another
international move was to study in Oxford. At least there I had some family

history and, therefore, some tiny right to exist.

It was 1997, and the handover date was fast approaching. Britain was going to

give Hong Kong back to China. Some deal had been made by people we never
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knew, and the consequences of this deal would ripple through our futures in
ways we could not predict. We had been a British colony for over 150 years
and, speculation about communism and revolution aside, nobody really knew
what was going to happen once we were handed back. All I knew was that I
wanted to go to the Unity Rave, a huge dance party that was happening in the
lead up. I wanted Tom to come, too. I secretly hoped I could find some speed
and that Tom would want to try some with me.

We went together. We danced, we drank, we did not take any drugs, and
then we came home. Tom was going to sleep on a mattress on my bedroom
floor. Halfway through the night, I joined him on the mattress. We loved each
other, as much as teenagers knew how. My parents would not have cared if we
were having sex, since they were open-minded to the point of asking me to
consider experimenting more before settling down with one boy.

At the forefront of our minds that night, however, was the gnawing
knowledge that even just sleeping on the same mattress together was enough to
warrant what the SNA leaders affectionately termed a ‘butt kicking’. Not that
anyone had laid down the law in so many words, exactly. Our church was a
hodgepodge of Christian styles, with members from all over the world
representing various denominations and traditions.

It was not one of those churches you hear about, rigid and in the business
of turning out holy rollers. It was cutting-edge experimental, liberal in musical
preference and its welcome of oddballs and moody teenagers with tattoos.
Never once did I hear of a member being ostracised over lifestyle choices, or
their inability to adhere to someone’s expectations. From time to time,
profanities were even issued from the pulpit, all in the name of adding a bit of

oomph to the preacher’s point. I was in no way part of a stereotypical religious
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institution. The level of overt Thou shalt not... was negligible.

At the youth group, when it came to sex, any recommendation regarding
what we should, or should not, be doing with, or to, our bodies was made on a
personal level, peer to peer. It was an appeal to our better nature and
understanding of God’s best plan for life on Earth, a plan that involved a few
guidelines that were ultimately put there for our own benefit, motivated by the
love of a father for his children.

‘I have no right to tell you what to do,” Joe Leader, or Visiting Speaker,
would say, ‘but I can tell you my own story...” These stories always went one
of two ways. It was either, ‘I tried things my way, and regret it, so now want to
spare you learning the hard way,’ or, ‘It was really hard, but by God’s grace |
managed to do things God’s way, and I'm so glad that I did.’

A girlfriend once reported back to me on a visit the youth group had had
from Jackie Pullinger during term time, while I was in Australia.

‘She had all us girls in the little room, and the boys went to some other
place. She cracked two eggs into a glass bowl and mixed them up, and said
that’s what happens to two souls when you have sex. Try to separate them
again if you can.’

This was probably why we struggled. No one ever held a gun to us,
assigned us chastity belts, or so much as tapped us over the head with a Bible.
The facts were simply presented, and we readily accepted the logic of not
sleeping around. Scrambled eggs were not sexy. But, for two teenagers in love,
the reality of this was not easy at all, so we fought not only our carnal desires,
but with them a permanently engorged sense of guilt.

It was the leaders’ ongoing job to steer us all in the direction of purity.

‘The Bible says sex is a gift from God, to be enjoyed within marriage,’
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said one. ‘If you choose impatience, don’t be surprised if there’s heartache. It’s
not because God’s punishing you — he’s said not to do it because he wants to
spare you the pain that is the natural consequence of offering yourself to
anyone who isn’t committed to you. But, if you choose to wait, you get to
experience sex as the Creator intended it.’

Thus, wedding night sex, in the minds of many of us teens, was built up to
become an epoch-making experience, unfathomable and beyond the realm of
our immature understanding of pleasure; to be striven for, and earned, only by
the pure of heart and sound of mind. A popular book at the time had
encouraged many of the kids at SNA to ‘kiss dating goodbye’. However, those
of us like Tom and me, who were already dating, made a gesture of our
devotion to God and his plans by agreeing to be kept accountable by the
leaders. Daughin and Priscilla spent extra time and energy on us, coaching us
through tiffs and asking us starkly direct questions at regular intervals. More
often than not, an aforementioned butt-kicking was needed: they’d guide us
through a time of confession and re-dedication for the minor slips that
happened, also at regular intervals.

‘Why didn’t you tell them to mind their own business?’ someone would
ask me, two decades down the road.

It was a question I had never even considered. Accountability and full
disclosure were the culture of a club I was set on belonging to. The other
members were good fun value in teenage terms, but the club itself came with
rules, a strong sense of yes and no, right and wrong, and I now suspect that this
was what I kept going back for more of.

I fancied my boyfriend, but I had also begun to fancy the idea of one day

being a leader, holding a microphone at the front of a room full of young girls,
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kicking my own share of butts, talking with thinly veiled pride about how I
overcame my flesh and earned my pure white wedding dress. Maybe even
cracking a couple of eggs into a bowl of my own. As far as sexual purity went,
the pros outweighed the cons, so I kept my pants on. Anyway, from what my

more experienced friends had told me, it just wasn’t worth it.

On 1 July 1997, we gathered in Tom’s living room with friends to watch the
handover ceremony on TV. Tom’s house was a common gathering place for
the BORS. His parents welcomed the entire youth group into their homely
home.

His father, Tony, a tall and quiet Englishman with white hair, was usually
at his office at an engineering firm, but chuckled, never grumbled, if he came
home and found over a dozen teenagers in his living room. Drusilla, Tom’s
mother, managed the household with great care. She had what was known in
Christian circles as The Gift of Hospitality. Whenever we kids arrived at the
Read household, a spread of chips, dips, crudités, fun-sized chocolate bars,
fizzy drinks and disposable napkins appeared within seconds. I watched in
wonder as the whole thing unfolded, hoping, like a Dickensian orphan, that I
would be invited to the table.

I desperately wanted in on Tom’s family. They looked like my idea of
what a family was meant to be: proper, stable, normal. But I was not a suitable
match, having neither the confidence nor training in how to interact with a
family like the Reads. I had no idea what they thought of me, or even if they
thought of me at all: did they know I was madly and jealously in love with
Tom, or was I just one of his many SNA friends in their eyes?

We all sat together on the living room floor that day. Our schoolmate,
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Alice, cried as she stood on deck of the HMY Britannia with her father (Hong
Kong’s last governor, Chris Patten) and Prince Charles, as they waved goodbye
and set sail. I was glad to see her go. There was one less girl I had to worry
about losing Tom to.

Later that night, our parents dropped us off at Kai Tak Airport, and Tom
and I boarded our flight to Chicago. The heavens had opened and thunderous
rains pummelled the plane. We held hands during takeoff and did not let go.
The seatbelt sign stayed on for over an hour as our plane flew through the
black rainstorm and between blinding bolts of lightning. We leant into each
other and prayed for the plane to carry us safely through the storm, so that,
together, we could partake in the most rocking music festival of our young

lives.

I had a serving of American-flavoured cultural shock when I went for my first
shower at the festival campsite. I was confronted by a communal arrangement
and the most gargantuan naked bodies I had ever had the misfortune to lay eyes
on. I tried to look away, but, in each direction I turned, I was met by a bigger
set of boobs. For the first time in my life, I felt tiny. How I wished [ had a
girlfriend from Hong Kong with whom to marvel at this landscape of
mountainous nakedness — but I was alone in the female shower room and too
terrified to stand my ground.

I retreated quickly, and resolved to go for as long as I could without
washing. In the end, I resorted to showering during the main stage shows when
the shower room was empty.

I was the only girl in our group of friends and Tom wanted some space. He

and the guys would go off to see their favourite bands and leave me behind. I
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sulked for one day and then decided not to let it ruin my time. I had worked
hard to earn the money to travel all the way to Cornerstone, and I was
determined to enjoy myself. The boys went to see bands like Plankeye,
Starflyer 59 and Fold Zandura, while I took in Out of Eden solo, and then the
highlight of my trip, Joy Electric. I sheepishly entered the dark dance tent,
cried silently and told God how rejected and alone I always felt. I appreciated
the darkness of the tent and decided to stay a while longer. I conjured an
imaginary friend called God who soon asked me if I cared to have this dance. I
accepted his offer and we danced the rest of the night away in blissful defiance.

The festival was a gathering for alternative Christians in the middle of a
field in the countryside of Illinois, but I felt like a small-town girl going to the
big city for the first time. The assortment of people was a feast for the eyes. It
was alternative church to the extreme. For an insider, it made perfect sense.
What could be more alternative/hardcore/rock and roll than saying no to sex
and drugs, and living instead for Jesus? The most extreme even threw a vegan
diet in for good measure.

It was all about swimming against the flow, an unexpected saying of fuck
you to the devil, and yes and amen to the Lord. Punk rockers — old skool (tight
jeans) and new (baggy) — joined with goths, metalheads, rappers, big band
brass players, nerds and nobodies, to make music all to the glory of our God. It
was like SNA but on a much bigger, much cooler scale. Post-cool maybe. At
this point, it all got quite confusing.

I wore a T-shirt, bought from Mong Kok market, with a glittery red
Chinese communist star and ‘1 July 1997’ printed on it.

‘What’s so special about the date?’ asked an American guy with a shaved

head and shaved eyebrows, as we lined up for a drink.
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‘It’s the date Hong Kong stopped being a British colony and was handed
back to China. It was a really big deal.’

‘Oh, okay. Yeah, right on.’
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When I finally got to university in England, I found that Hong Kong wasn’t
much of a topic for conversation there, either. I had secured a university place
in Melbourne, Australia, but Tom was going to England, so I adjusted my
plans. Oxford was a second home and the natural choice. My father was
delighted about my re-entering the British system, telling me that Oxford’s
polytechnic had recently upgraded its status to a full university, and he helped
me with my application.

It had been several years since my last visit to England. I had been away from
my family, studying in Australia and unable to take part in the yearly summer
trips that had been such an important part of my childhood. Oxford was where
my parents had got married and where they bought their first house together,
and where I had now returned. My dad had loved his time in the university
town. Every summer of our childhood, Justin and I would breathe in the crisp
English air and then fall asleep in the back of the rental car on the drive from
Heathrow to our England home. Mum and Dad would wake us after we had
driven down through Headington, rounded St Clement’s, entered Iffley Road
and were finally approaching our house.

Something awesome had happened right there, many years ago. Roger
Bannister had run a mile, raised a figurative middle finger at all his naysayers,
secured his place in world history, and delighted every onlooker, all in less
than four minutes. The track is still there today, beside a rugby pitch, part of

Oxford University’s sports grounds, and can be seen from our family home.
126



The dreaming spires rise above the tree line in the distance. You feel dignified
just looking at them.

Sometimes I would go to the window when a match was in play and
pretend to appreciate rugby: a little girl attempting to muzzle in on her dad and
brothers’ bonding time. My half-siblings were part of the package of being in
England. The floodlights and the sound of the spectators graced the place with
energy for a night or two each week during the season.

You had to go up to the top floor in order to see over the spectator stands —
our tiny little garden used to spill onto the back of the stands, until they erected
the fence. They needed a way to stop us children helping ourselves to some
extra space to kick a ball. I loved to find knots in the wooden fence and push
them through, creating perfect little peepholes. I wanted to keep the knots — but
the problem was, you had to push to get them out of their planks, and that left
them on the wrong side of the fence that had been put there to stop the likes of
me from trespassing. I imagined mountainous piles of them back there, along
with a few of the apple cores I had chucked over the years, and some of my
eldest brother’s cigarette butts.

Unfortunately, the back of the stands provided nothing of interest to peep
at. One day, I spooked myself at the thought of someone else’s eye peeping
back at me, trying to ‘kiss eyes’ through the hole. I spooked myself so badly
that I never peeped through again.

The front and back views from our house were landscape representations
of town and gown, respectively. The front looked onto Iffley Road, nearing the
dodgier end — closer to the incense and fried chicken smells of Cowley Road.
Outside The Fir Tree, the pub across the street, a drunken man once told me to

go back to China. I went straight home and cried, but was too young to know
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why.

When looking out of the back window, I used to love to watch the
groundsman cut the grass on his huge lawn mower, the kind that looked like a
little tractor. His grandchildren used to visit on Sundays and they were allowed
to run on the grass. The old lady at No. 6 did not like us at all.

‘Gypsies,’ she had said to No. 7.

My mother said it was because the lady had never seen anyone string up
laundry across the garden and over the balcony the way we did. Neither did the
old lady like the way I squeezed through the front iron fence to get to the shop
across the street, instead of walking all the way around it. She did not like that
I played with the Pakistani children, whose parents owned the shop. My
mother said we were all God’s children, so I could play with anyone I wanted
to; but we were also Chinese, so we had to be polite and respectful to our
elders, ‘no matter what’.

‘Old biddy,” my father said.

Our summer holidays were spent driving through the countryside and
visiting our Welsh relatives. In Oxford, we often went walking through the
Christchurch meadows early in the morning, ending up at the covered market,
where Dad would allow us each a packet of sweets, or rejuvenation tablets, as
he called them.

Every day involved an hour of summer homeschool, where we were forced
to work our way through Maths and English workbooks that had been
purchased at Blackwell’s on the Broad. Justin and I writhed in our seats at the
dining table in deep and earnest protest, begrudgingly making pencil marks on
our books until the hour finally came to an end and we could go outside to

play, or down to the living room to watch some British television. We savoured
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the clever commercial slogans and chat show catchphrases, storing them up to
keep us going for the year back in Hong Kong. This was the annual rhythm of

our childhood. This is what had come to an end now.

I had just made my third major move in three years, and consequently mastered
the skill of shutting down my heart. I didn’t consciously think of it in such
dramatic terms, though; I considered it more a case of holding my breath for a
year, or three. A simple biding of time. Deep breath, head down, jump through
the hoops, then get the hell back to Hong Kong.

In truth, however, this couldn’t be done without deactivating significant
chunks of emotion. And this is what I willed. I split myself up and put some of
me, Actual Me, on ice, to be thawed after graduation, and set the rest, Going
Through the Motions Me, the task of showing up at class, seeing my boyfriend
at the weekends, and generally just staying occupied. What I could not have
known is that there are only so many times this intentional split can be made.
Like the riddle about a goat, a fox and a cabbage who need to get to the
opposite riverbank in a two-seater boat, or like the warning against pulling an
ugly face in case the wind blows and it sticks. I had already split myself one
too many times, and had done so quite a while back without even realising it.

Specific memories of childhood summers in Oxford re-emerged during my
time at university. I caught a glimpse of myself, a little girl, walking with her
dad in the crisp, chilled air on an early misty morning. I held hands with the
phantasm of my mum, and whispered to her in our secret language — Cantonese
— on the way to Tesco.

I took in the different aromas in the covered market and remembered the

time my parents went to Prague and left me in Justin’s care for three days. My
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brother, only two years older, forbade me from leaving the house, but allowed
himself one trip into town each day for a pizza slice from the covered market. I
felt the momentary panic triggered by the unmistakable sound of the rubbish
truck outside our house — had the correct bins been put out? Every wooden pub
bench, damp and smelling of beer and salt and vinegar crisps, brought back the
thrill and horror of watching my eldest brother trap wasps in an upturned pint
glass, soon to be filled with his second-hand cigarette smoke.

Resurfacing from a place inside where they had been buried, these
memories caused me to stop and wonder. Where had they been? Why had I
buried them? The past was rumbling in a shallow grave. My past, all of it — my
family, our home, our city, the chaos and the happiness, all bundled together.
That was all that I had. Those were the many parts of the sum that was me, my
very self, whether I liked it or not. It seemed I had not liked it.

Over the years, | had systematically rejected those parts. I had boarded the
plane to Perth and kissed my old life goodbye. On takeoff, I had assumed that
Hong Kong would slip away, like landslide mud. And it did. While the city
was still technically there, the bulk of my Hong Kong, the one I grew up in,
was gone. Life as [ knew it was hell-bent on changing.

I’d wanted to stop it, but had failed. So, on principle, anything I could not
have I simply willed myself to stop wanting. I shut down sections of my heart.
I cut off those longing feelings at the source and bludgeoned the very thought
of the past, all of it. And then I tried to cover it up like nothing had happened.

Tom was at university in London and I had time on my hands in Oxford. I
decided to enrol in some dance classes. I had always loved to dance, and had
missed it terribly. I drove myself to a dance shop in a little village and bought a

black camisole leotard, an elastic belt, pink tights, soft shoes, hair nets and
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bobby pins — the Royal Academy of Dance regulation.

I brought it all home and climbed up to the loft to retrieve my mother’s
sewing kit. The kit and her sewing machine had been put away at the end of
summer, a few years ago, after she sewed us both several new outfits from
Simplicity patterns. We had shopped for fabric in the haberdashery department
at Debenhams, and at home I sat behind her chair, playing on the floor,
hypnotised by the thunderous cry of the machine as she worked all day and late
into the nights. She had even made a soft toy rabbit for me. Oxford was the
only place I saw her do anything remotely like homemaking, and this was the
most domestic thing she’d ever done.

There they sat, the Singer and the sewing box, on a beam in the loft, right
where they had been left. To put something down, and for it to still be there
years later, was an idea to marvel at. I had the urge to explain myself to them,
to say that I had grown up, had been to Australia, joined the church, got a
boyfriend, and had only just now made it back to our house — only now, I was
here alone.

I took the sewing kit and my new ballet slippers to the dining table.
Folding a satin heel into the sole, I marked the corners gently with a pencil,
then set the shoes aside. I retrieved a disposable lighter from the kitchen
drawer and brought it to the table. I unrolled the length of pink ribbon that
came with the shoes and folded it in half, twice, then used scissors to cut it into
quarters. I lit the cigarette lighter and brought each end of each portion of
ribbon to the flame, just long enough to watch the freshly cut edges melt in
surrender to the heat. Once through the fire, those ribbons would not fray.

Taking a shoe in hand, I pressed the end of a ribbon to the pencil mark and

held it there with my thumb. I tied a knot and proceeded to sew the ribbons on,
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each stitch somehow pulling parts of me back together. When I was finished, I
lifted the shoes to inspect my work. Imperfect, but good enough. I was ready to

attend my first ballet lesson in five years.

The dancers one finds in a class like mine are adult-sized, or thereabouts.
These dancers know, on some level at least, that they are not bound for
stardom. Lucky young dancers with professional performance potential are
identified and steered into appropriate channels long before they get to this
size. Larger, older dancers stick with the highly demanding art of dance
training, either for practical reasons like staying fit, completing the grades or
gaining a teaching qualification — or for other, highly impractical reasons, but
these are more difficult to convey.
There is a solemn, almost monastic ambience in a room full of amateur
dancers, dedicated to training, despite lacking the promise of the tangible
reward of a moment on stage. There’s a sadness to it; perhaps we are in denial
about our lack of prospects, and hold out hope that the teacher might still
notice us. Or perhaps else we live in completely self-effacing devotion to the
art form. It would take years of grappling before I would be able to consider
that, maybe, the amateur’s motivation to dance is not so pathetic, sacrificial,
pure or noble. Maybe it’s the opposite, an antithesis. Maybe we just have to do
it. Maybe people like me insist on dancing because it hurts every time we stop.
In class I stood up straight, pulled skyward by the invisible string tied to
the end of my tailbone, threaded through my spine and out the crown of my
head. Remembering that a ballerina must never appear to strain, I rested two
hands lightly on the barre. Drawing breath down to the back of my lungs, and

my belly toward my lower back, I took in the sweet smell of ground rosin,
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wooden floorboards and leather: the unmistakable scent of a ballet class. It was
an elixir for some deep pain I had long since learnt to live with. I would bottle
that scent if I could.

Going Through the Motions Me had unwittingly discovered a portal that
led to something crucial. Led back to something crucial. Something, or perhaps
someone, she had almost wiped clean from existence, like a crime scene
fingerprint. With two guilty hands resting ever so lightly on the barre, the feet
belonging to Actual Me came out to dance.

Plié: A smooth and continuous bend of the knees. The stronger the plié,
the better your elevation. Breathe. 1 slowly bent my knees, melting and
stretching, growing taller as I lowered, then stretched to more than I had been
before. Plié, and up, plié, and up.

Come with me, said the piano music. I will take you home. I can show you
the way and we will go together. Listen, breathe. Listen, move. Something
inside you knows what to do. Your muscles remember.

Battement Tendu: to gradually stretch the working leg to the front, to the
side, or the back, passing from flat through demi-pointe, to pointe with toes
still touching the floor. A relatively simple-looking move, but the trick is to
revel in, and even exaggerate, the friction between the ballet slipper and the
floor. Like the pull-back feature of a toy car, the zoom promises to come later.

Quiet down now and listen, continued the piano. Breathe. I am going to
lead you. Let me. Let me hold you. My frame is strong and I know the way. I
will contain you. You will not fly away. You are safe if you listen, if you stay
inside my rhythms. I can hold you. I can lead you. My melodies will carry you.
I will hold you and I will let you fly, but I will not let you fly away. Follow my

lead; you will grow strong; you will find your shapes and hold them, delicate
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but unshakable, and I will carry you. I am going to take you home, where you

have longed to be, where you belong. Listen, be quiet now. Let me lead.

134



11

My dad had taken early retirement and, while I was in my final year of
university, he and my mum had moved a lifetime’s worth of possessions out of
the large flat, at the top of HKU’s campus, and into a small house they had
bought in Sai Kung. We crossed paths just as they arrived in Oxford for the
summer and [ set off back to Hong Kong, having completed my degree in Fine
Art.

‘We’ve been thinking about a name for the house,” Dad said before I left
Oxford. ‘I think we will call it The Jay’s Nest, since all of our children are Js
and this is our new nest. For convenience we’ll shorten it to The Nest.’

I went back to Hong Kong to live in The (empty) Nest. Mum had searched
the length and breadth of Hong Kong, Kowloon and the New Territories in
search of a home that would make sense for their retirement. The little white
house was not a typical Hong Kong-style country house. Rather than the flat
rooftop that most Hong Kong houses have, this house had a steep, sloping roof,
overhanging the stone walls and a double-height glass front. It was a beautiful
house overlooking a wild garden that had been cut from the side of the slope.

Hong Kong people are not famous for their love of nature, and people who
move from the city to the country usually have their trees trimmed right back,
if not removed completely, then slab over the ground in an effort to reduce the
nuisance of mosquitoes. Not us. Our garden was dark, with a thick canopy of
vines. The house backed onto a jungle slope, and a giant banyan tree protected

the front. Just inside the gate there was a small, natural waterfall that burst its
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bank every time there was a red or black rainstorm. Thick moisture hung in the
air, and the whole place crawled with life: huge insects mostly, with the odd
snake, wild boar or occasional monkey.

My mother, addressing a lack that she alone perceived, had gathered
dozens of tiny pots in which to plant fern trimmings she had taken from the
garden. She arranged these three-inch ceramic pots in formation around the
base of the giant banyan tree, and then on alternate steps leading from the front
gate to the house. Why? was no longer a question I bothered to ask my mum. I
accidentally kicked a couple of them over almost every time I passed by.

‘We like it dark and wild, don’t we?’ she said, brimming with pride, not
actually asking for a response. ‘We like it to be an enchanted cottage in the
woods, don’t we? It’s a perfect house for a witch and a warlock, hidden away
from the world.’

My dad liked to tell me about someone’s first landing during one of Hong
Kong’s invasions, some monument, or some other historically significant fact
related to Sai Kung. I have forgotten the details — not because I wasn’t
listening, but because of a self-fulfilling curse: whenever he sprung an informal
history lesson on me, I worried I would not remember what he said. I wanted to
internalise as much information as he could possibly transmit to me; so,
whether it was directions to the airport, the best reasonably priced wine, or a
piece of local history, I did mentally what I have done physically with almost
every important thing ever entrusted to me — I carefully hid it somewhere extra
safe, and immediately forgot where it was.

I expected to be alone in The Nest for the week until Cora, the new maid,
returned from her holiday, but was pleased to find a pet waiting for me when I

arrived. A huge, wrinkly, and very smelly dog greeted me in the garden. This
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gentle giant was a Sharpei and she had simply appeared one day and adopted
my parents as her new owners. They named her Pulsinella, and started putting
food out for her. Each morning I played with the dog, and then set out from the
jungle towards civilisation, to my ballet school in North Point, where I was

enrolled in an intensive summer course.

Tom and I were now 21. We were fresh graduates looking for our first jobs. All
I wanted to do was dance and go to SNA. I had no professional aspirations at
all; I didn’t even dream of performing on stage, if I could have simply taken
ballet class every day, I would have been content. I really didn’t mind what I
did, as long as I had my boyfriend to talk to at the end of each day and the
weekends free for church. Saturdays needed to be kept totally open for SNA.
This was non-negotiable. I was finally living in Hong Kong with no outbound
ticket, and I felt there was lost time at SNA that needed making up.

The problem was that SNA, like everything else Hong Kong-related, had
changed in my absence. The leadership team had all but completely turned
over, and we, the kids, had all grown a little too old to qualify as SNA’s target
group. The perceived threat of 20-something guys dating under-aged girls was
so serious that the church had decided it was time to make some changes. A
new group called One Eighty was established to cater to the ‘young
professionals’, as we were now being called, and SNA would be restricted to
those between the ages of 13 and 18 years. Before I’d had time to weigh up the
ramifications of this, Tom and I were called into the church office for a
meeting with the church elders.

‘We would like you to consider staying on at SNA instead of moving up to

One Eighty,” they said. ‘With your experience and commitment to the vision of
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the youth ministry, we feel you could become part of the new leadership team.’

Tom and I couldn’t believe our luck, and we agreed straight away.

I found myself a morning job as a children’s creative movement teacher,
got bored of it quickly, and three months later traded it for a trainee fitness
instructor role at a large gym in Central. However, the commute from Sai Kung
was too much for me to handle, so a couple of weeks after I started at the gym I
set out to look for a new home for myself.

I rented a little flat at the top of Old Bailey Street, Soho — or, to be more
precise, I had my mother rent me a little flat. I had done the house-hunting,
though. This consisted of stopping at a one-lady operation on the side of the
road and telling her, in the Cantonese of a five-year-old, that I wanted to live
by myself somewhere near here. She said that a foreigner had just moved out
of a nice little flat up the road, and would I like to see it? I went to have a look,
made a phone call to my mother, and then signed the lease.

I arrived at the flat after a short morning shift at work, and jumped straight
into the joyous task of setting up my independent new life. Neither my mother
nor I had really stopped to consider how this newfound independence would
actually work. My monthly salary was eight thousand dollars, rent was six
thousand, and unlimited ballet lessons were almost two thousand. Never mind.

While out exploring my new neighbourhood, I stumbled upon a small
animal adoption centre. I brought home a Chihuahua named Fatty, and called
my parents to share the joyous news.

‘Well, well, well, Beeps. It didn’t take you very long to get yourself a pet,
did it?” My dad humoured me as I expounded on the loveliness of the animal.

‘I’'m sure he is very lovely, Beeps,” he continued. ‘At least he has a very

lovely new owner. I’m not so sure about his name, though. You could come up
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with something more sensible. If he were a she, you could have called her
Fatima, after the saint — and, of course, your Chinese kindergarden.’

Dad’s knack for naming people, animals and inanimate objects had a
flipside — an intolerance of silly names. Names were something that deserved a
great deal of thought. The rationale behind Pulsinella’s christening was ‘it’s a
beautiful-sounding ugly name.’

I hung up the phone and experimented with calling the dog Fatimo, then
ended up calling him Puppy, despite the fact it was no improvement and he
was definitely an adult. I toted the dog around under my arm in a bag for a few
weeks, and then realised I had neither the time nor patience for the animal. I
asked my parents if they would like to look after him for a bit, to help them
with the empty nest feelings that I had convinced myself they were battling.

‘Daddy’s not very happy about it, Loulie,” said my mum, passing the buck.
“You know he bit Daddy the last time we dog sat.’

‘It’s not forever, Mum,’ I lied. ‘Just for a little while.’

The next time I visited my parents in Sai Kung, I found the dog snuggled
on my dad’s lap as he watched TV. His name had been changed to Don

Filippé.
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2000

Toward the end of our graduation year, Tom found himself a job as a web
designer with a dot-com dealing with women’s beauty products. He was happy
enough working in multimedia, maintaining the website. He Photoshopped
facial hair off pictures of models without complaint. At the end of his first
month he spent his entire pay cheque on an engagement ring for me. He took
me out for dinner and a walk around the Peak, then got down on one knee.

On hearing our announcement, Tom’s mother, Dru, leapt into the air and
shook her fist with a joyous whoop. It was the most un-British thing I would
ever see her do. Tony, Tom’s father, appeared seconds later out of the kitchen
with a bottle of champagne. We sat in their living room for an hour and then
borrowed Tony’s car to drive out to Sai Kung.

‘Oh, but they’re just babies!” My mother was lying on the sofa with the
back of her hand pressed melodramatically across her forehead when we
arrived at The Nest. ‘My baby!”’

‘Mum, this is a good thing,” said my big brother. Jus was home for the
holidays, and was always ready to speak sense. ‘Tom’s a good guy, and he’s
going to look after Cinta. It’s a good thing, Mum.’

Tom was not fazed by my mother’s performance. He knew she had her
quirks, and he knew she would be fine.

‘I am so sorry,” he said sheepishly to my dad. ‘I was so wrapped up in
140



buying the ring and proposing, that I forgot to call you first to ask your
permission.’

‘Well, you not only have my permission,” said my dad, ‘you have my
blessing. This is wonderful news.’

Tom had proposed on Christmas Eve, and on Boxing Day his boss called
to say he no longer had a job to come back to after the holidays — the dot-com
bubble had burst. No matter, he had put a diamond ring on my finger and
nothing would rain on our parade.

‘We’d be happy living in a cardboard box as long as we have each other,
right?’ I said.

‘Right!’

It was a joyous time. Wedding planning was the primary focus for our year-
long engagement. We were only 21 and didn’t need to hurry. It all felt too good
to be true, but the ring on my finger was tangible proof that I had become
someone worthy of love, and a lifetime commitment. I worried I would screw
things up before the wedding day, but life was flowing along at such a fast rate
that I figured, if I sat tight, we might just make it.

The only other big event that year was a Read family holiday to Australia.
Tom asked if I would like to go along, and I said yes straight away, because the
thought of us being apart was never a welcome one. But it was a conflicted
yes; memories involving my time in Australia were equally unwelcome. I felt
uncomfortable about most of the time I had spent there. Tom unfolded the plan
for the two-week holiday, and my enthusiasm dwindled further still. We were
going to attend a huge conference for Christians in Sydney. I had never heard

of the hosting church, but when Tom named some of the songs they had
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produced I had to admit to liking many of them.

We arrived at a Courtyard Marriott somewhere in Sydney and I was
assigned a shared room with Tom’s little sister, Carmen. She was going to be
spending the week with the conference’s youth group. Tom and I needed to
choose between the youth leadership stream and the worship and creative arts
stream. I had circled all the dance ministry sessions in the conference planner,
slightly miffed that such a deeply personal part of my own life was common
enough to warrant an entire stream of a conference. What the hell was ‘dance
ministry’, anyway? Not knowing what to expect, we all set out for the first
night’s rally.

The conference was held at Sydney’s Olympic Park. Hordes of people
streamed in and I gawked, bemused and wondering how everyone would get in
and out of the place safely. My mother had planted in me a strong wariness of
crowds. Back in Hong Kong, on New Year’s Eve in 1992, there had been a
stampede in Lan Kwai Fong when the annual race around the block had gone
wrong. Too many drunken people pushed and shoved their way through too
slippery a small space, and the result was twenty deaths and many more
injuries. Hong Kong reacted by imposing strict crowd-control measures on all
major holidays and big events, and from that moment on my mother rarely ever
let me out of her sight without warning me to beware of crowds, on top of the
usual mention of holes in the ground I could accidentally fall into. She would
not have liked the look of the Sydney Super Dome that night. I sure didn’t.

The Reads and I shuffled into the throng of thousands of conference
delegates filing into the massive stadium in a jovial, but orderly, fashion. It was
winter in Australia and the air was cool, the stadium alight with anticipation for

the night ahead. A Mexican wave broke out and was soon followed by the
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same thing again, this time in slow motion. I’d never seen anything like it. As
possibly the only international child from Hong Kong never to have attended
the world-famous Rugby Sevens, I’d never even been in a crowded sports
stadium. I watched like an observer from another world. I took in the edgy
Australian fashion; the smiling volunteer usher as she checked how many
spaces were unoccupied in her section; the various signs with crosses painted
on them and banners declaring things like, ‘We love Jesus, yes we do!’

A three-man comedy warm-up act took to the stage. They spoke with
heavy Australian accents as they bantered and played practical jokes on one
another and selected members of the audience. As I chuckled, my guard began
to slip. Feelings about my time in Australia jostled like the bag of mixed lollies
being passed along the row in front. I had sworn to myself that, once secondary
school was over, I would never come back. I’d tried to communicate my
misgivings to Tom when he first told me about the trip, but he quoted catchy
song lyrics before I was able to put a solid finger on what, exactly, my
misgivings were.

The excitement rose as the comedians left the stage and the stadium went
dark. We were summoned to our feet and suddenly flashing lights, smoke
machines and loud rock music blasted from the huge stage. A long line of
vocalists appeared in front of a large band and an even larger choir. The party
had well and truly started, and I began to wish I hadn’t come.

The crowd sang and clapped along with the singers whose faces were
projected on giant screens all over the stadium. They moved in the spotlights
and I froze in place, feeling utterly exposed and self-conscious. I tried to focus
on reading the lyrics below the performers’ angelic smiling projections, hoping

and praying that the noise would soon stop. I was too uncomfortable even to
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look at Tom, but hoped he was hating it as much as I was. We were far too
alternative in our musical preferences to go for something this obviously
mainstream. But what if he liked it? What if he started flapping his arms and
laughing hysterically, like the people at the youth camp back in Perth?

Just when I thought I knew Tom well enough to marry him, I found myself
questioning whether I really knew him at all. What was my problem? I could
not believe I had come back to Australia and found myself, once again, in a
meeting of what I could only imagine was the world’s biggest cult. That is
what this had to be. I was a defenceless child who had stumbled upon the
witches’ convention of a Roald Dahl story. They all had a look of giddy joy,
and it seemed like every single person in the arena was in on a secret that I
wanted no part in. Any moment now, the fagade would peel back and I would
be turned into a mouse.

Sitting as still as possible, I listened to a dynamic preacher motivate the
crowd to audible cheers of ‘Amen’ and ‘Hallelujah’, and I wanted to bolt. God,
[ hate this, 1 thought. Please God, please make this all go away, 1 prayed. I just
want us to be home in Hong Kong again. Why does everything have to go
wrong? I don’t want to be in a cult.

When the first evening rally was over, I mustered up the courage to ask
Tom what he thought of it, everything within me hoping he hated it. I was
terrified. On another level, I was unimpressed. This big event did not comply
with our previously agreed definitions of cool. It was mainstream and,
according to everything we stood for, nothing mainstream could be good.

Tom had worked the popular crowd back in his time at school, but he
chose to leave that, and that is how and why we had bonded. It was the post-

popular-crowd Tom I loved; I hadn’t signed up for this. It looked to me like he
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was faltering and in danger of renewing his membership with a club I wouldn’t
be able to get into. The mainstream had never worked for me. I lacked the
skills to balance on bandwagons, even the ones I secretly wanted in on. If this
many people were excited about something, then it was almost certainly going
to go wrong for me.

Unfortunately, despite my indie-sentiments, Tom loved it. He told me to
get over myself. He was sick of my thinly disguised snobbery and was drawing
a line in the sand. So a decision needed to be made, and it did not take me long.
If there was a line, I needed to be on the same side of it as Tom. We were
going to get married. I was going to spend the rest of my life with him; [ was
not going to spend the rest of my life alone.

I stayed quiet the next day. I had a whole week ahead of me. There was
baggage from the past that [ needed to unpack, but the conference schedule did
not permit. The days only got fuller.

On day three, I quit on the dance sessions. They had taken something
profoundly personal that I hadn’t yet found the words for, and diluted it to suit
the palette of the masses. I was incensed. I stopped going and joined Tom and
his brother, Ed, for their worship leading and musician sessions instead. I liked
the way the musicians talked, but especially liked having two friends to sit
with. With them by my side, I would manage.

I began to find myself strangely taken by some aspects of the conference.
The women on stage were impeccably groomed. They smiled and carried
themselves with a confidence that was rather irresistible — standing in high
heels, endearingly dwarfed under their own massive projected images, saying
things like, Don’t look at me and think I'm any different from you, we are

sisters, princesses united under the love of one awesome king. 1 wanted to
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know where they bought their lip gloss.

They were mainstream for sure, that went without saying, but maybe I did
need to get over myself. For the smallest stretches of time, I challenged myself
to suspend prejudices and experiment with the idea of not dismissing
everything about them. If I squinted my eyes, I could see vague apparitions of
something I could one day become, if I tried hard enough.

I lifted a metaphorical fork load of green eggs and ham to my matte lips
and found that I did so like them. They looked sincere enough in their devotion
to the God I loved. As far as I could tell, no one was saying anything overtly
wrong, and I could test that all later. If Christ was all that we needed to have in

common, then maybe there was a chance that I could join the club after all.

And then there was Tom. Something inside him sparked alive that week, and I
could see that he was preparing to enter unchartered territory. I had a choice as
to whether or not I would go with him. I could make a run for it, shedding the
diamond solitaire as I went, and be alone in life again, or I could stand
faithfully by his side in a pillbox hat as he was sworn in for a term of ‘worship
music ministry’.

That was what [ wanted to do — I wanted to be by his side, no matter
what, and here was a stadium full of good-looking, happy Christians offering
me an invitation to be that better person. It could have been worse. Perhaps it
was time for me to eat some humble pie, to try doing life differently. Let go
and let God, said the conference collectively. Perhaps it was time to give
myself the chance to fall in line with the crowd. It certainly seemed the path of
least resistance at that point.

The conference became an annual expedition between the years 2001 and
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2008. Memories of the first few years of our marriage were eclipsed by our
passion for church. The only year I missed the conference was 2002 when, just
six months into married life, I was also a few months into running my first
business. I had grown bored of working at the local gym and my mum was all
too ready to back my first sign of entrepreneurialism. She helped me register a
company, open a business banking account, put money into it, and sign the
lease on a prime location. A few short weeks after our wedding, I opened The
Point, a dance studio of my very own, and was in the throes of discovering the
ramifications of business ownership for the unprepared. Tom, his parents, and
a small group of friends went to the conference without me that year, and came
back on a mission to make our little church glorious.

I enjoyed the album Tom brought home to me as a souvenir, and so far |
was enjoying my upgraded devotion to living a Christian life. The freshly
invigorated enthusiasm of our church family was reaching tipping point. It was
contagious and, before I knew it, the idea of making our church the most
wonderful place in all the world had become a personal goal. It was certainly
more appealing than running a business.

I organised my work schedule so I could return to Sydney with Tom again
the following year. This time, since we were both so keen, we turned it into a
reconnaissance trip, the plan being to bring several teenagers from SNA with

us the following year.

It was 2003, my second conference, Tom’s third. We were there making plans
to show the ‘kids’ around. I was going to chaperone them in this foreign land,
to help them to navigate a place that, to me, had once felt so threatening. This

time I assumed an air of big-sisterly confidence, walking those same carpeted
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corridors, this time as an insider, too delighted by the sights and sounds to
remember the hesitations of my past.

I continued to accompany Tom to the music sessions because I preferred
to have someone to sit with. I continued to wince at the dance ministry’s
contributions that spilled into the main rallies, their idea of dance being
different to mine. By now, however, I had come to the conclusion that this
huge conference and church probably knew better than I in most things,
including dance.

At the end of the week, they announced the line-up for the next year’s
conference. I pricked up my ears so I could relay the upcoming programme to
those at the SNA. Someone called Joyce Meyer would be a guest at next year’s
conference. The crowd went berserk, roaring its approval, and I clapped loudly
and shouted, ‘Woo! Awesome!’

I laughed along with the joyous outburst of the throng, then turned to Tom

and quietly asked, “Who’s Joyce Meyer?’
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2003

Once I got home from the conference, I delved headlong into Joyce’s
catalogue. I was going to be just like her. Conscious of the fact that teenagers
need role models, I locked target on my little flock of English-speaking teens at
SNA. They didn’t know what had hit them. When the youth group was in
session, we all sang songs to Jesus and then sat attentively as one of the leaders
gave a short sermon or led a time of discussion. I loved to preach and made the
fact known to anyone who would listen, because to she who knocked, the door
would be opened. 1 volunteered to manage the speakers’ roster and, as a result,
found myself prepping sermons most weeks. Sometimes, even if someone else
was booked to speak, I prepared anyway, sort of like an understudy.

I was invited to visit one of Hong Kong’s international secondary schools,
to speak at a drug education class, to tell my story to a roomful of some of
Hong Kong’s most privileged teenagers. I snapped up the opportunity. Jump
first, think later. This is faith.

‘I didn’t grow up in a Christian family.” As I delivered my opening line
with an air of I’m-just-like-you-only-quite-a-lot-better-and-let-me-tell-you-
why, it struck me that the kids in the room were not conference delegates. They
were obligated to sit and listen to me, a stranger, who was brought in to tell
them, essentially, to ‘just say no’. Why had I begun with my family’s religious

background? Why was I invited to talk about drugs? Is that who I was? The
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former-drugs-girl? I hadn’t even applied my lip gloss. My entire sense of
identity wanted to unravel, but it was not the right time. I had no choice but to
go on with the talk.

‘I wasn’t very good at school,’ I continued, ‘but I was pretty brave when it
came to trying drugs. Eventually I moved country, away from the party scene,
and couldn’t get hold of any drugs...” Then I found myself talking about the
night in Perth, when I saw the shooting star. They needed to know that it
wasn’t just the absence of a drug dealer that caused me to change. And I
needed to prove that I was not ashamed of the gospel.

Standing in front of the class, it dawned on me that I had never told anyone
my story before. How was it going to end? I had no idea. I was not Joyce
Meyer: I had not recovered from an abusive childhood, could not cite a lifetime
of overcoming self-centredness, did not have a functional family spanning four
generations at which to point as evidence of God’s redemptive love. I was still
alive and far too young to really say anything of any substance, despite every
ounce of my being wanting to spin something along the lines of ‘it’s all great
now and I am living happily ever after.” I was not even sure if I was happy. I
wanted to be, but hadn’t actually checked for some time — I’d been too busy
doing church and trying to make something of myself.

I told the class that, on the night I’d seen the shooting star, I’d been
confronted with the choice between doing things the way I’d always done
them, which was not working well at all, or else trying life God’s way, like
everyone seemed to be telling me to do. I borrowed a line or two from the book
of Deuteronomy, or perhaps it was the movie, Trainspotting — something about
choosing life — and then closed with ‘We’ll see how it goes.’

The room was receptive — I saw one girl in the front row dab her eye. I was
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invited back again a couple of days later, and then a few weeks after that, and
so on until speaking at this school seemed almost a regular part of my life. I
was happy to oblige. I had a divine calling to preach and I needed the
experience of working with teenagers. Should any of them be sufficiently
moved by anything I said in the class, I could invite them to come along to
SNA. One stone, many birds. This was God’s economy. According to the
world’s economy, however, I needed to work, but life was getting too busy for

that.

Our church was growing. More and more young married couples were in
attendance. A decent crowd was forming. We hosted a small, mid-week group
in our flat, which involved about ten 20-somethings sitting in our small living
room, chatting, eating, discussing the Bible and praying together. Our social
life started to change rapidly.

The group that met in our home consisted of married couples and singles
from Australia, New Zealand, the UK and Hong Kong. We were all in the
same stage of life and, as the hosts and international-locals, Tom and I found
ourselves at the centre of this new scene. Totally unfazed by the stereotypes at
play, the guys bantered about sports and computers, and the girls nattered
about recipes, shopping and home decorating. It all took place in my own
home, but it was I who felt welcomed and drawn in by the other young wives.
And so, for as long as I could, I did my best to hide a growing feeling that I
was not really who they thought I was.

They had confused me for one of their own — a regular, normal married girl
in her twenties. I had never, in all of my life, felt normal, or enjoyed what I

perceived as the luxurious privilege of fitting nicely into a category, where I
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could enjoy the company of others just like me. In the past, I had wanted this
more than anything, but it was too late now. I was resigned to the fact that I
would never belong in a genuine sort of way, so I planned simply to ride this
new wave of friendships, enjoying any benefits it brought with it for as long as
I could. That was, until the inevitable would happen: the wind would blow the
wrong way and my cover would flap, like a humiliated bald man’s toupee. I sat
and chatted, all the while suppressing the tension mounting inside. But there
was no escaping the feeling that my time was coming to an end. Once they got
to know me a little better, they would not like me anymore.

And then another fear presented itself, this one worse than the first: if
continued to set myself within the context of this group of friends, Tom would
eventually start to compare me to them. He had liked me for being so different
back when we were teenagers, but the novelty had long since worn off, I was
sure of it. He was quick and perceptive, and he would see much sooner than
everyone else just how badly I failed to match up. The worse I looked, the
better everyone else would seem. In fact, the other girls already looked much

better in my own eyes, and one in particular: Nicky.

Nicky was everything I was not. She was quiet and never spoke up in a group,
so never drew attention to herself — a quality both Tom and I admired and,
despite my genuine efforts, one I was never able to imitate. She was easy-going
and did not get uptight when her husband drank too much beer — something I
was famously uncool about. She had big, blue eyes and brown hair, and looked
like a beautiful porcelain doll. I admired her. I admired her for not being me,
and could not believe that Tom did not feel the same way.

Tom increasingly became the centre of attention. As the worship leader at
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church, his talent was an acceptable topic of conversation. Our new friends
soon became his biggest fans, and this soon became a threat to me. I had
always been his number one fan and I did not know how to share the title. I did
not know how to react to what was happening. These people were meeting my
husband’s need for moral support. Surely that was my job. I was in danger of
being sidelined. I would be replaced because my normal husband needed his
needs met by his normal friends. They were in a far better position to give him
what he needed. I was doomed. I was a fraud and nothing would change that.
This problem pressed me beyond my ability to cope. There had to be another
explanation for my lack of peace.

I found my scapegoat in Nicky. She was especially enamoured with Tom’s
music. As a girl of few words, when she spoke, people tended to listen. I
spouted too much hot air, so my words had lost their impact. I could see how
much Nicky loved Tom, and I could not see how loving someone’s music was
any different from wanting to break up my marriage. I had to save my
marriage.

Over the following months, I excused myself from more and more social
gatherings so that people would have less opportunity to notice me. My danger
of losing this game, and losing everything God had given me since joining
SNA, was so real, I had no choice but to remove myself from the playing field.
I turned inward, into a world of my own. This was when I took up running. |
ran faster and farther. I prayed longer and harder. In fleeting moments of
clarity, I watched myself become more and more like the injured bird I’d put in
a shoebox as a child: defiant, desperate and totally beyond hope. I hid inside
myself and panicked.

‘So, Nicky’s nice...” I needed to assess how Tom felt about her.
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‘Yeah, I really like them both. Pete’s hilarious.’

‘She’s got such blue eyes,’ I said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. I
actually think they look a bit like brother and sister — it’s a bit weird, don’t you
think?’

Nothing.

‘I just mean, they’ve got an interesting look.’

He had lost interest in the conversation and was trying to steer us into safer
waters.

‘We should try and go on holiday this year,” he said. ‘It’s been a long time,
and I’m sure we can find a cheap deal somewhere.’

I knew it! The next thing he was going to try to do was sell me on the idea
of going on holiday with them.

‘I knew it!”

‘What?’

“You think she’s pretty, don’t you?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Forget it.” I hadn’t meant to blow my cool.

‘I don’t know what your problem is, Jacinta. Why are you being insecure?
I hate it when you’re like this... I am not going to let you do this. We aren’t
teenagers anymore, we are married. You need to grow up before we have a
fight... I can’t believe how crap you are being — what the hell is going on with

you?’

I retreated and turned my thoughts to church the next day. That is what I lived
for. My function in life was to bring glory to my God by building his church. It

was a time for me to walk tall and busy myself with good things instead of
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stewing in suspicion. It was Saturday. Weekends were for the SNA ‘kids’. I
felt mature and superior calling them that. I needed to sleep. Runners needed
lots of rest.

Our friend Mark was in the other room. Someone usually slept in our spare
room on a Saturday night. SNA meetings could run quite late, and with church
the next morning only five minutes away in Causeway Bay, there was often
someone who wanted to make use of our guest room.

That Sunday morning I woke, feeling skinny, and resenting the fact it was
technically a rest-from-running day. I headed straight to the shower to get
ready for church. Tom snoozed as I worked shampoo into my scalp, scrubbing
away the row from the night before, unaware that something out of the
ordinary was about to happen.

Our bathtub had tall, sliding doors instead of a shower curtain. The doors
were clear at the very top, then had stripes etched into the perspex at about
shoulder height before graduating down to opaque. I was rinsing my hair, and
turned my face to the spray to wash away the lather that was sliding down my
forehead.

Look at him! said an inside voice that was not mine.

Just as my eyes squinted shut in the water, I caught a glimpse of a small
leprechaun standing perfectly still and happy, sink-height, just to the right of
the toilet. Not a kitsch garden statue, but a real, live leprechaun. Time slowed. I
was looking at something that really should not have been there. I needed to
rinse my eyes to get a better look, but was reluctant to see him again. What the
hell was this little person doing standing in the bathroom, watching me
shower?

From the pit of my belly I screamed, wiped my eyes, and looked again. He
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was gone. [ knew he would be. But where was he now? When would he be
back?

Tom pulled open the bathroom door.

‘What the hell? Are you okay? What’s wrong? What happened?’

I burst into tears and then laughed, and told him I thought I had seen
something but [ was wrong. My mind was playing tricks on me.

A knock came at our bedroom door — Mark had heard my scream from the
spare room. ‘Is everything alright in there, guys?’

“Yes, sorry about that,” I called back as Tom threw me a towel, looking at
me inquiringly.

“Yes, don’t worry,” he called. ‘Jacinta just spooked herself.’

The three of us chuckled about my blood-curdling scream as we sat in the
taxi on the way to church. I had spooked myself, and there wasn’t much more
to it. We were all scheduled on the worship team that morning and preferred to

discuss the set list. I preferred to stay busy.

No matter how hard I trained, or prayed, Tom and I fought increasingly often
about my suspicions about Nicky. A day could not go by without my insecurity
surfacing, and my insecurity could not surface without causing major
problems.

‘If you will just admit it, then I will forgive you.’

‘I am not going to admit anything, because there is nothing to admit!”’

‘Just tell me the truth and then we can work it out.’

There had to be a reason for the tangible unease that had taken up
residence within me, and that reason needed to not originate with me.

“You don’t think I see the way you look at each other?’ I said. ‘The way
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you talk to each other?’

‘I look at her, and I talk to her like I’'m looking at and talking to a friend,
Jacinta! Because she is a friend! You need to grow up! You need to get a grip!’
“You are so horrible to me, but you are the sweetest, nicest guy alive, to
her. You love her! Why can’t you just be honest so I can move on with my

life?’

Tom clenches his teeth when he is angry. ‘The reason I am horrible to you
is because you are accusing me of something really serious. I can’t stand the
way you are acting. You are totally pushing me away from you, if that’s what
you mean by being horrible... How the hell am I supposed to react to you?’

‘Aha! See, I get it now!’ I shouted. “You want to paint me as the bad guy
so that, when you leave me, it will look like I’'m the one who made this happen.
Well, you and I both know the truth, Tom. Just remember that. One day, when
I’'m not in your life anymore, you can just think about that. You’re the one who
twisted this.’

‘I’'m not talking to you about this anymore,’ replied Tom exasperated.
‘Leave me alone.’

‘And by the way, you should tell her to give me back my colander.’

‘What?’

‘It’s gone. She’s stolen it, right out of the kitchen.’

‘The thing you wash vegetables in?” Tom stared at me totally
discomposed. Then he said aloud, for the first time, the words I’d known all
along were coming to me.

‘You are crazy.’

He should have known better. This was the low blow he knew had the

power to take me out. With a family history of mental illness, I had confided in
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him my deepest fear that one day my time would come.

‘That’s exactly what you both want me think, isn’t it?’ I said bitterly. ‘You
would look so innocent if I was the crazy one, so you and her can just go off
and be together while everyone thinks I’'m the crazy one! You want me locked
away, don’t you? In a mental hospital! I never knew you could be this evil,
Tom. This is manipulation on the worst possible level. You know I am
defenceless! To let some random person come along and play mind games with
me just to get to you. Well done. It’s over for us now. When I prove she took
the colander, you will both be sorry. You think it just disappeared all by itself?
I will make everyone sorry.’

The argument felt terminal, the sort that would send most people packing,
and yet my husband had other ways of dealing with me. He bunkered down.
He stopped responding to my allegations and my temper tantrums. He was not
going to let me ruffle any more of his feathers.

He got up each morning and went to work, and came home every evening,
ate dinner, watched TV, then went to bed. If I pushed hard enough, we could
repeat the argument, and this I would do, sometimes daily. However, when my
rage was spent, the silence endured.

I would go into another room and rummage through the stationary drawer.
At the age of 25, I had been a cutter for only a couple of years. I don’t
remember what started it specifically; it was just a new attempt to release the
bad feeling that had been with me all along. A few small slices of physical pain
helped me to cope with the confusion inside. I couldn’t put it in words, but
bringing something out from within was a strange type of relief.

I started vomiting again. I needed to expel some of the dark feeling inside.

I needed to save my marriage. If I could run, and fast, and vomit up any food
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accidentally eaten in moments of weakness, then I would be very slim. It was
unlikely that Nicky had as sophisticated a plan as mine, so this meant I would
soon be smaller than her. We were naturally quite similar in size, so I needed to
find an edge. Smaller is better. Bigger is the same as fatter. Fat is weak. Skinny
is beautiful and strong. Skinny wins. This was the plan.

As the plan unfolded, I became a tight rubber ball, pinging between
sadistic exercise, food deprivation veiled as spiritual discipline, binge eating
and worshipping at the foot of the toilet. This cycle could not last long. The
approach of Christmas broke it up. As it had done throughout history, the birth

of Christ interrupted all the plans.
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Early in the morning on 26 December 2004, we woke up to news of the Asian
Tsunami. [ was not there, and I did not personally know anyone who was. But
something jolted me.

I was out walking Diesel that morning, still feeling disgusted at the food I
had eaten the day before. Tom had vetoed my attempt to fast over the holidays,
and coaxed me into suspending our problems for a day. On the way home, I
overheard the security guards talking about something happening in Thailand. I
got home to find Tom channel surfing, soon landing on the news. As we took
in the images of chaos and devastation, we racked our brains for anyone we
knew who might be there. Thankfully, there was no one, yet we left the
television on during that Boxing Day. Watching was the least we could do.

I cleared the Christmas debris of tinsel and wrapping paper from the carpet
on my living room floor. One moment oblivious, the next drowning in the guilt
of being alive. I still hadn’t found any sense of resolution after 9/11, and here
was another catastrophe, which I would inevitably have to wait until I got to
heaven to ask God to explain. I wondered if the world was coming to an end.
Perhaps that would explain why everything else in my life also felt so messed
up.

I phoned my parents to check whether they had heard the news. Despite
living in their Sai Kung house for eight years, they still hadn’t hooked up to the
local TV channels. Whatever the case, my dad would have something

intelligent to say.
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‘Oh dear,” he said. ‘Of course, the worst is yet to come. There will be
problems of hygiene and risk of infection until they get things cleared up.’

The days ticked by and the death count rose. Bizarre sea creatures were
washed up on shores. I started my fast again and focused on praying for all
things tsunami. [ wanted to help. I wanted to get my hands dirty binding up
wounds.

At one point in my life, I had wanted to be a doctor — my grades did not
permit it, but here was an opportunity to redeem my existence. I did not want
to be a pathetic failure anymore. I wanted to do something so heroic that every
other part of me could be forgotten. I wondered if I could volunteer to go and
help. There was no reason not to try. The idea continued to germinate. It began
to feel like a clear call from God. When an announcement was made at church
that a team from Hong Kong was being assembled to go, I took to my journal
to process my thoughts and to make a record of what was surely a pivotal
moment in my life. I was of course, at the time unaware that those pages

contained the ramblings of a madwoman.

skekesk

10 January 2005

Last night, I prayed again that God would confirm whether or not I am to go
on this aid trip to Indonesia. The response was not what I expected. I feel that I
have heard God tell me that, not only will I go, but that I will not come back.
I’'m writing this now with thanksgiving in my heart because God has
shared his plans with me. This is not intended to be a ‘glory diary’; rather, it’s

a testimony. Solid proof, first of God’s reality and communication, and second,

161



of his goodness and mercy. I've often wondered about the best way to die. Now
I know the answer (and it’s not in my sleep!). God has revealed it to me: it’s
doing his will in love (1 John 3:16). Not only that, but knowing God’s plan,
being informed about the future (or lack of it) here on Earth, and being given
the opportunity to prepare for it. That’s what I'm doing now. I'm leaving my
message.

This is coming from that magical place of wisdom and insight and
revelation that people on their deathbeds often get. Here it is. Not only do I get
the privilege of writing this, I also get to enjoy my final days in the company of
my loved ones — my biological family and my church family. They don’t know
about all this. God has informed me that he has shut their understanding on
this matter. I was rather surprised that Tom hadn’t displayed any fear about
me going on this trip. But God says that it’s not that he doesn’t care — not at all
— it’s that God himself does not want anyone to distract me from this calling.

So many times I've sung songs and prayed prayers — the dangerous kind,
about giving up my life for God. He heard me. He loves it when his children
are available for his use — no matter what it is — leading worship, cleaning
toilets, missions, staying home, living, dying... It’s all useful to God. Many
times I've checked myself on the words I utter before God (Ecclesiastes 5:2).
The truth is, I'm not kidding. I am prepared to give my life to God, for his use,
no matter what it is.

I don’t actually know what it is exactly. All I can do is confirm in my
heart that I'm willing, and try to communicate to anyone who wants to know,
that God is real and he is good. My hope is that I will die making a stand for
Jesus (I have a feeling guns will be involved). I pray that someone’s life might

be saved as mine is taken (I see a vision of a child, or a girl...). Not only that, I
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pray that many will come to believe in, know and love God because of what
I’'m writing now, linked with whatever is going to happen next week. Especially
my family. God has promised me.

This is my main comfort that I'm taking with me now — that my
immediate family will enter heaven. I've had a continuous prayer running for
years now. It’s more of a protest, really — that I do not want to go to heaven
without my family. Now I’'m being challenged to go ahead of them, to trust God
that they will arrive later. I trust you, God. It’s worth it.

This morning, I woke up beside my beautiful husband and asked God if
there could be another way to go about all this. The response was John 12:24
— ‘Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it can bear no fruit.” [
must follow the example Jesus set, in life and in death. As I've gone about my
day today, I have been flipping between tears of sorrow from the thought of
leaving those I love behind, and thoughts that my mind might be playing tricks
on me. Perhaps I have not heard correctly? Perhaps I should plead with God
for my life? Maybe I shouldn’t go on this trip. No. I should go. I will go unless
God says otherwise. I will prepare as if I am hearing correctly. Only time will
tell.

I love the life I've lived so far, but, as it says at the end of Mark 9, if I
love my fleshly life, I will lose the eternal one. Right now, I have no option but
to choose eternity over my desire to live out my days on Earth.

Am [ afraid to die? Absolutely not — I never have been. I'm sad to leave
people behind, but the truth is, I know God will take care of them. Perhaps it’s
a good thing that Tom is enjoying other things and other people these days. If
my leaving is the only way to get them to call out to God, then fine. I have no

fear of physical pain. What can a mere man do to me? Rape? Mutilation?
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Torture? It will only last a moment. I will be with God in no time. Jesus will be
there with me.

1 pray that, when it happens, even up to my last minute, I will lift up his
name. 1 will bring glory to my King. I will sing praises to him. I already know
what song it will be: ‘We are standing on holy ground, and I know that there
are angels all around. Let us praise Jesus now. For we are standing in his
presence on holy ground.’

This is not for my glory. I do not want to be celebrated as anything other
than someone who truly loved God. I hope I don’t sound like a complete idiot. 1
only want people to hear my story in order for God’s fame to increase. I
always have wanted to do something great for the kingdom. Here it is! It’s not
what I expected, but God’s like that. His plans are bigger and better than ours

(Isaiah 55:8).

Later
Here I am again, hearing the sounds of the TV show that Tom was watching in
the living room. Is this real? Is my time really coming to an end? Is God going
to do a last-minute switch, like he did with Abraham? I just can’t know for
sure. But I can declare this in writing: I don’t care either way. I love God and 1
trust him. How trite and cliché that must sound... along with most of the other
prayers I pray... unless, I can put my life where my mouth is. That’s what 1
have to do.

Even if I don’t die heroically while saving someone else’s life, I want
everyone to know that I'm giving my life in order to get God some attention.
Don’t feel bad. Don’t wish there could have been another way — just stop

wasting time with the temporary things of this world, and give yourself to
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following God. Please stop wasting time. There is more to life. God is real.
There is work to be done. No, that doesn’t mean that everyone has to run off to
become missionaries; I just ask that, if you don’t know whether or not you are
going to heaven, you make the decision to believe in Jesus. He will take you on
a wonderful journey. You will be glad that you went, I promise you. And if you
already believe in him — keep it up! Sell out to your faith. Don’t be lukewarm.
I’'m rattling on a bit now. I should stop and get some sleep. No doubt I’ll
have another message from beyond the grave for you tomorrow. Sorry if this is
weird... It’s got your attention, at least! God is real! What are you going to do
about it? God is good. His peace doesn’t make sense. His plans are not what

we would have come up with, but he is God, and he is smart. I'm going to give

him the benefit of the doubt.

11 January 2005

Time is moving very slowly. Should I even go to this meeting tonight? Maybe
we can’t afford for me to go. Maybe it’s not God’s will for us to be in debt. I
shouldn’t make matters worse by spending money we don’t have.

I want to make it clear right now that I am no hero. I am full of good
intentions and I know what the right attitude is. I know the power of positive
thinking and speaking truth and pulling things from the substance of faith into
reality... I know all that, but I am still me. Pretty crap, really. This isn’t false
humility, there’s no time for that. It’s time to show my hand.

I've been fasting: ‘cultivating a hunger for God’, ‘taking my relationship
with him to a deeper level’, ‘learning the blessings of obedience’, ‘doing a
spiritual overhaul’, ‘committing this year to him’. I don’t mean to sound

sarcastic; I'm feeling tense. I've cried out to God: ‘Take all of me! Let your
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will be done in and through me! I'm available! Speak to me!” But I am SO not
happy with what he’s said. I thought I meant it; now I'm not so sure. You mean
you 're going to wipe me out, God? Are you serious? Following you is going to
cost me something that actually costs me something? Oh dear. Perhaps. I don'’t
know. Probably not. God’s better than that. I don’t know.

Fasting doesn’t earn me anything more from God. That would be
‘works’. But faith without works is dead. All that fasting does is tune me into
God’s voice more and allows God more access to me. I believe in God'’s
goodness and redemptive power, so much so that I was confessing my sin as [
was stuffing warm, buttery bread into my mouth. I keep breaking my fast. 1
can’t do anything right. I am hoping, more and more, that this will all get
called off, though. I wonder if there’s some kind of deal I can strike? I just
can’t know for sure. I really can’t know anything at all until I go to the meeting
tonight.

1 don’t remember the last time Tom and I really talked. I can’t tell him
what’s going on inside me right now. I just know in my gut that I mustn’t. No
one else can understand the personal things God does in someone else’s life. Is
all this from God? Is it biblical? Is it from the enemy, trying to waste my time
and inject me with fear? I'm not fearful. If anything, only good can come of
this — surely it is God? Either I am right, and I have been hearing correctly,
and by the time anyone reads this I will be dead, and then my whole family will
be saved and this testimony will fly around the internet or something — all to
the glory of God... OR I'm hearing it wrong, and maybe I am a little crazy.

That doesn’t mean that I'm afraid. It just means that if, IF this whole
thing is about God wanting my attention, then he’s got it.

So, on the off-chance that I do come back from this trip alive, I know that
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my life cannot be the same. I will work with more purpose, love with more
action, praise God with more effort. I will spread the gospel with no shame. I
will live a life without compromise (or, at least, without falsity — I am not about
to set myself up for failure by saying I’ll never break a fast again). I will not
waste any more time. I will invest in people. I will not fill my life with

meaningless pursuits. But again, this is IF I come back.

12 January 2005

I’'m not going. No saving Indonesians from tsunami destruction for me. No
certain death for now, either. I was only at the meeting for five minutes. The
guy in charge got up and said, ‘Thanks for coming...” Something about being
encouraged by the turnout, but spaces on the trip were limited and now
reserved only for medical professionals.

As soon as they announced this, Tom and I left the meeting so Tom could
get some dinner (I'm still fasting). [ was a mess, half disappointed and half
relieved. Mostly relieved, but then also feeling guilty for feeling relieved. 1
broke down and started to tell Tom a bit of what I have been going through.
His reaction came as a bit of a shock. Not only did he not share my relief, but
he doesn’t think I was hearing from God at all, and he actually got mad at me!
He was upset that I hadn’t said anything to him. He says he’s worried about
me. And so he should have been! I guess he will never be able to understand
why God tells me he wants things a certain way. I cannot expect someone who
hasn’t been fasting to understand me while I'm in the middle of a fast. I meant

well. I just wanted to get my hands dirty by helping.

skeksk
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At this point in the story, I did get some blood on my hands. The blood,
however, was not directly tsunami-related. It was my own. It turned out that I
was the one in need of help, and that I would soon be on my way to the
emergency room to have my wrist sewn up, and to begin the long process of

piecing myself together.

I had been napping on the sofa, a habit I had fallen into. Serious runners need
plenty of rest, and this was even more the case for a serious runner attempting
a 40-day fast. I slept in fits, waking to the conclusion that Tom was undeniably
in love with Nicky, and plotting to leave me, and by now she would have
disposed of the colander so I would have no evidence. Something had just not
felt right for a long time, and I had finally put my finger on what it was. I had
never been more certain of anything in my whole life.

Although I had stated my suspicions multiple times, I was never met with
the assurance I wanted. If they were innocent, then he should have simply
assured me; peace would have returned, and we could have all moved on. It
had to be a guilty conscience stopping him. It was his cry for help. Every
attempt had ended in a rip-roaring argument.

My nap ended sooner than I would have liked and, in a groggy state, |
upgraded suspicion to all-out accusation. We argued again. Tom’s calm but
appalled demeanour did not fit the seriousness of the crime he hid. This sent
me hurtling into a rage. I summoned every ounce of white-hot power from the
beast that lived inside me. I commanded him to rise and either make my
husband give me peace, or grant me licence to burst.

Tom, however, was not in the mood. Before I had even fully woken up, I
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found myself storming down the hall spouting obscenities and then locking
myself into the study. I rummaged through my art supplies and grabbed hold of
a Stanley knife with a shiny new blade.

DO IT! ordered every fibre within.

My eyes squeezed shut and I pulled. In the flash of a second, I split from
myself.

Time split. There was a scream, followed only by a consciousness of the
fact that the scream had been filled with more terror than I expected. The pull
of the blade had happened faster and more forcefully than I had intended. The
scream summoned Tom at an unprecedented speed. Not normally one to be
hurried, he was now pounding on the door, demanding I unlock it.

‘Right now or I’ll break it down!’

His tone made it clear that whatever game we had been playing was over.
The concern I had wanted from Tom, and had accused him of withholding, was
finally there. Mixed in with some fear. But that concern that I had yearned for,
I suddenly no longer wanted: buyer’s remorse to the extreme. Like a child
wishing she hadn’t thrown her sister’s bangles off the balcony, wishing the
stolen dresses weren’t hanging in her bedroom, wishing she hadn’t snooped in
her brother’s CD collection. I frantically searched for some way to undo it all.

Tom’s stern voice commanded that I rise. However, as I reached out to
unlock the door, my attention snagged on the warm stream flowing, silent and
steady, from my left wrist, and the bright red puddle forming on the floor.
Fighting the urge to faint, I turned the doorknob.

‘Let me see it,” said Tom.

I clutched my wrist in a pathetic effort to hide what I had done.

‘Show me!’
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I released my grip slightly and blood poured out. Tom’s eyes trailed the
stream out to the sea on the floor. He rushed out of the room and returned with
a towel.

‘We’ve got to go. Now.” He held me tightly by the shoulders, and in
silence we hurried out of the flat and straight into a taxi that had just been
vacated by a passenger. Fortunately, Shui Fai Terrace was just minutes from
the nearest hospital.

“Yi yuen (hospital),’ I said to the taxi driver, ‘jun fai (fast as you can).’

‘Ho fai, mm goi!’ Tom repeated. He wanted us there fast.

The driver looked over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of the blood-
soaked towel. He told me I needed to be more careful when chopping food.

‘Yes, [ am very clumsy.’

We did not speak in the taxi. We entered the ER and approached the
registration desk, where a male nurse told me to sit.

‘What is the matter?” he asked.

I lifted my arm above desk level and unwrapped the towel, just enough to
reveal the shameful cut within.

‘Are you feeling sad?’ the questioning continued. ‘Did you want to end
your life?’

‘No,” Tom and I said in unison.

‘I was angry,” I came clean. ‘It was a mistake.’

‘Yes, okay,” agreed the nurse. ‘Go with her for stitching.” He motioned to
another nurse, a lady in white.

I was led into a private room and told to lie down. The nurse cradled my
left arm as she administered a tetanus shot, followed by the stitches. Finally, a

hospital warden came, handed me a letter, and then led me back out to the main
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waiting area to meet Tom.
‘We are going to have to tell someone,’ he said. “We cannot keep this to

ourselves this time.’
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In the taxi I cried as quietly as I could and turned my face toward the window —
partly to avoid the glances of yet another concerned taxi driver, but mostly to
avoid having to look my husband in the eye.

Tom had seen me throw a few tantrums in our time. We had been together
since we were 17 and we had done a lot of growing up together. Arguments
ranged from heated to verbally and psychologically abusive. We had both done
our share of forgiving and forgetting of what other people might deem
inexcusable behaviour. A different sort of couple would have long since
separated, but it seemed Tom and I loved each other more than we loved our
own dignity. We always made up and tore up scorecards in the name of
commitment, and on the Christian grounds that love covers a multitude of sins.
But, somewhere in our minds lay the unspoken understanding that she who
lands herself in the emergency room has crossed a point of no return.

‘I’'m going to have to tell the senior pastors,” said Tom. Working for a
church involves a great deal of personal accountability to your bosses. ‘We
can’t deal with this by ourselves. Maybe Ill call James, he does some
counselling now.’

‘Do what you want.’ In the slash of a blade I had relinquished my rights.

‘Okay, I am going to call Daughin and Priscilla,” Tom said. ‘We need
someone to help us.’

The taxi delivered us to our building and we went up to our flat. As Tom

unlocked the door, I told him not to follow me. I grabbed a couple of cheap
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workout towels and went into the room where it had all happened, closing the

door behind me. Tom didn’t need to see it all again.

I had set up a beautiful home study for myself. There were tall bookshelves
loaded with art books, sketchbooks and art supplies. There was a drawing table
in front of a window for optimum lighting, and sketches were pinned up on the
walls to make me feel like a real illustrator.

On the floor lay my Stanley knife beside two puddles of blood, one larger
than the other. I remembered it feeling warm as it spilled out of me; but as I
wiped it up, [ noticed that the winter chill had turned it cold. It wasn’t nearly as
difficult to clean up as they make out in the movies. I did not bother to rinse
out the towels before I stuffed them in a plastic bag, knotted it, took it out to
the stairwell and put it in the bin. I had never liked those towels, anyway. They
represented another failure in a growing list.

I had been so full of aspiration when I set up the dance studio, choosing
paint colours for the walls and quality paper for my stationery. It was a
beautiful studio. I had bought those towels to keep on the shelf for my sweaty
students to use. Every detail of the setup for my studio had been considered,
but the same could not be said for the details needed for actually operating a
viable business.

When The Point began to fail, I started to bring bits and pieces home with
me, simply to avoid feeling like the capital spent had gone to waste. Those
cheap towels served as a daily reminder of my failure in business, and the sight
of them soaked in my blood was enough to warrant the trip to the bin. Once the
clean-up was done, I returned to the sofa to sleep and to try to imagine none of

it had ever happened.
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Daughin and Priscilla knocked softly before letting themselves in. They
approached gently, full of concern.

‘What’s going on, you guys?’ Daughin pulled up a seat opposite me, and
Tom sat down on my left, holding the fingers at the end of my injured arm.
Priscilla sat down on my right and placed her hand on my shoulder. Tom drew
in a deep breath.

‘Well, Jacinta has been struggling a bit lately... Today, things got out of
hand... she got upset and cut herself quite badly.’

I cried big, heavy tears, unable to speak, as I listened to the witness testify.
As Tom finished his account of the events, we both hung our heads. Then
Daughin began his response.

‘Okay, you are both in shock. It’s like your whole building has collapsed
and you are sitting in the rubble, trying to figure out what’s happened. You
need to slow down. You can’t do anything today. Just rest and pray and wait
for the shock to wear off. This is a really big deal and there is going to be a lot
of work to do, but not today. Today, we just need to pray. Everything will be
okay, but you will both need to do some hard work. Tom, what Jacinta needs to
hear right now is that you are committed to her and you are going to stay by
her side while she works though this. Are you?’

Both Tom and I always felt a little silly when Daughin would ask us
questions like this in front of each other. It was something he did a lot. The
questions were always followed by instructions to look into each other’s eyes
and tell each other things, and this time was no different. Tom did as Daughin
told him to do: he turned to face me, and told me he forgave me for my actions

and was committed to working things out. This must have happened after I had

174



been told to look into his eyes and tell him I was sorry. We then sat still, as
Daughin and Priscilla prayed that we would have a good rest and take things
one step at a time.

As our time together drew to a close, Daughin moved over to the dining
table.

‘What’s this?” He had found the letter the hospital had given to me. It was
a single piece of A4 paper folded in half and stapled closed. The nurse had told
me to take it to a different hospital the next day for specialist care.

‘I don’t know what it says,’ I told Daughin, and then watched in disbelief
as he unceremoniously ripped the letter open with total disregard for the staple.

“This is stupid. Don’t worry about this.” He tossed the letter onto the table
where Tom and I could see it.

Attempted suicide. Patient requires psychiatric follow-up.

The world crashed around me for the second time that day. There it was,
printed in black ink. The words had been typed into a computer and onto a
record that would bear my name for evermore. This had really happened.

‘I’'m going to be a mental patient,” I said. ‘I have to see a psychiatrist.’

“You can see me,” Daughin said. ‘Do not worry about this.” He and
Priscilla put on their shoes, gave us hugs and then left, closing the front door
quietly. They were no longer employed by the church, but would continue to
care for us in a pastoral way for years to come.

I turned to my husband with a fresh pool of tears.

‘Tom, I’'m going to be a mental patient.” I knew that Tom understood my
fear. With two mentally ill close family members, he knew the graveness I felt
and held me again.

“You are going to be okay,” he said. “We will get through this. I don’t
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agree with Daughin, though. I want you to go to your follow-up appointment.
You can see Daughin as well, but you need to do what the hospital told you to
do. We are going to deal with this properly.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

The minibus climbed a steep hill, up the driveway and into the bus terminus.
The passengers filed off and dispersed, each with their own reason for being at
the Pamela Youde Hospital that day. I wasn’t thinking about them, though. I
made my way to the directory board and then toward the lift that would take
me up to the psychiatric unit. I had never been good with directions, but today
felt like the homecoming I had always dreaded; the long-awaited arrival at the
place I truly belonged. Like an outlaw tired of being on the run, I was finally
going to turn myself in.

The metallic walls of the lift judged me on the way up. They had seen it all
before and had no interest in hearing my side of the story. We stopped on the
floor before mine, and I stepped back to make room for an orderly as he
manoeuvred an elderly man in a wheelchair into the front section of the deep
and narrow lift. The patient slumped to one side of his seat, heavily medicated.
His eyes were focused steadily on something in another dimension. Drool hung
from his chin and as he said, ‘Ngah ngah ngah ngah ngah...’

He was either saying teeth teeth teeth teeth teeth in Cantonese, or he was
just making crazy sounds, it made no difference. He belonged here.

The lift doors opened again as we reached the psychiatric floor. It seemed
to be empty. The wheelchair was pulled out and turned right, and I turned left

to the nurse’s station. The lighting was dim — it might have been lunchtime or
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some other off-peak moment. I approached the desk with a trembling in my
soul, and was greeted by a man in a white coat with too eager a smile and
eyeglasses so thick that they magnified his eyes.

They will make a movie of my life. They will make a movie and I will
remember this and tell them exactly how to do this scene. They won'’t believe
me. They will think I am exaggerating.

The man read my letter, the one with the staple that Daughin had ripped
apart. He looked up at me, still smiling.

‘How do you feel?’

‘I’'m okay.’

‘Are you in immediate danger of hurting yourself?’

‘No.”

‘Okay, then I will give you an appointment slip. You need to come back to
see the doctor on this date. If you don’t want to wait, you can try one of these
private doctors on the list — you can keep this list. If you are feeling unwell at
home, you can come and stay here.’

‘Thank you.’ I took the pastel green sheet of paper that held the contact
information for a selection of private psychiatrists. I took the appointment slip
summoning me back to the Pamela Youde in three months’ time. I turned and
made my way back down the lift, and then through to the hospital minibus
terminus.

We couldn’t wait three months. My inner beast had not escaped, even
though I had sliced myself open to let him out. Tom and I were fighting more
than ever before. But Tom kept his head level; one of us had to. He entrusted
me with the task of finding myself a doctor, so I chose one of a multiple Dr

Chans from my list and made myself an appointment.
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His waiting room was small and ugly, and his office was no better. He sat
behind a large desk between several piles of papers and box folders. There
were books shoved onto his bookcase in inappropriate ways, and a thick layer
of dust covered the corners of the carpet and all of the places too inconvenient
for a vacuum cleaner to reach.

He asked me to tell him why I was there. I told him I had been to the
emergency room after cutting myself with a blade. He asked if I had struggled
with mental illness throughout my life, if any family members had been
diagnosed with mental illness, if T heard voices, or saw things that were not
really there. He wanted to know if I felt I was very powerful, that I might save
the world, or if I suspected someone or something was out to get me or to take
something away from me. He wanted to know about my sleep, my appetite, my
sex drive, my religious beliefs, my mood...

I answered as thoroughly as I could, given the challenge of the
environment. A cluttered desk is a reflection of a cluttered mind.

But, Jacinta, you are in no position to judge.

‘I will explain to you what we are trying to ascertain here,” said the doctor.
‘Whether we are dealing with a hardware problem or a software problem.
Some mental issues are to do with a chemical imbalance or with physical
factors; others are more about thinking habits, attitudes and environment.’

‘What do you think it is in my case?’ [ was sure he would say he didn’t
know because he would need to run tests — draw blood, do brain scans, things
like that.

“You have bipolar disorder. I will give you some medicine to help you feel
better. The first is an antidepressant — this will help with your low mood. The

second is an anti-psychotic — this will help with your strange thoughts. The
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third is a mood stabiliser — this will help you feel more balanced. The fourth is
anti-anxiety to keep you calm. The last one is to help you sleep better. Please
make sure you are not pregnant before commencing these.’

‘How long will I need to take this medicine?’

‘Don’t worry about that for now. Bipolar Disorder is an ongoing condition
that will be lifelong. There is no cure. You are now about to enter a
stabilisation phase that could last months, at least. Most people with your
diagnosis are better off taking medicine for the long term. Come back and see
me next week.’

I never went back. I didn’t like his dusty, cluttered office, or his
conclusions.

Shortly after I told Tom I would not be returning to Dr Chan’s office, I
overheard him on the phone asking someone for an appointment.

‘I’m worried about her,” I heard him say. ‘Sometimes it’s like she’s
possessed. I think she has some sort of split personality or something.’

I spent the next month visiting Jimmy, another former leader of SNA. Tom
knew Jimmy and trusted him. Jimmy and his wife, Lynda, were in Hong Kong
for the long run, now operating a prayer-counselling ministry in a small flat on
one of Hong Kong’s outlying islands. I was not altogether sure of what prayer
counselling actually was, but Tom made it clear that, since I had dismissed Dr
Chan, I was about to find out.

Jimmy asked me questions about my childhood, and then we asked the
Holy Spirit to bring up whatever it was that needed bringing up. Then we went
through all the details, every single one of them, asking for God to rewrite
memories, and to reveal to my mind’s eye a vision of Jesus in the picture,

because the truth was that he had been there all along. It was an intensely

179



thorough process of digging up the past, rubbing cleansing salts into wounds,
crying and/or hyperventilating, and then collapsing in a heap of emotional and
physical exhaustion.

Each session lasted hours. I would head home in a state of catharsis and
utter bemusement over Jimmy and Lynda’s ability to sit and care, with such
sincerity, through so a vast a quantity of my crap. They were definitely saints.

Tom accompanied me to the first session, but opted out after that point. I
didn’t blame him. It was hard enough work for me to dredge up all of my own
demons; I could only imagine how torturous it must have been for anyone else
to have to sit through it all.

In each session, there was much talk of whether I had ever been abused. 1
didn’t think I had, so I asked my parents. They didn’t think I had, either, yet we
all continued to ask God to reveal the source of my pain. It was clear that
something was wrong with me; it was just a matter of figuring out what it was.
I remembered that I had tried to sell my soul to the devil as a child, but the
devil hadn’t been interested. I had felt rejected by this. Jimmy, Lynda and I
prayed and put a spiritual seal on it. I had watched every available horror
movie as a child, so we prayed and sealed that up, too. I had renounced the
horror movies before, once in Perth and again at a spiritual healing course in
Oxford, but there was no harm in renouncing things more than just the once.

I wanted to know how long I would have to attend these sessions, though I
didn’t want to offend either Jimmy or Lynda. However, after four sessions I
decided I simply could not bear to attend any more of what I had started to
look upon as my own pity parties. I couldn’t see how drumming up more
problems was going to help me out of the current ‘mental illness’ related

predicament.

180



Tom was not pleased — I had quit again. The bottom line was that I had to
get some professional help. The prayer stuff was optional, but he was adamant
about my seeing a real psychiatrist. The ideal would be to find a Christian

psychiatrist, so I went on a hunt.

I phoned the numbers listed on several ads in the classified section of some city
magazines. They all promised help, but none could refer me to an English-
speaking Christian psychiatrist. They simply did not seem to exist in Hong
Kong at that time. Perhaps this was due to the belief some Christians held that
faith was a sufficient antidote to mental illness. Perhaps mental health was not
meant to be a problem for serious Christians. Whatever the case, I was
struggling to find professional help, and did not know how to go about asking
for what I needed. Eventually, a sympathetic life coach from church offered me
the number of a psychiatrist that one of her clients had recommended — not a
Christian, but English-speaking and just about affordable.

Dr Lee’s office was pleasantly uncluttered and dust-free. He asked very
similar questions to those that Dr Chan had asked, but the major difference was
that he wore a light blue tie with small bumblebees embroidered on it, and this
I liked very much. At the end of our 30-minute appointment, [ was diagnosed,
once more, with bipolar disorder. I made no mention of Dr Chan or the
prescription I had given up on after a week. However, Dr Lee gave me the
same number of drugs, this time with slightly different names, but with the
exact same descriptions. I politely declined the further offer of Xanax because I
did not consider myself a sufferer of panic attacks and had no plans to become
one.

Tom held me as I cried that night. I fought flashbacks of myself as a
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sarcastic teenager who, when wanting to draw attention to someone’s
moodiness, used the phrase, ‘Did you forget to take your medication this
morning?’ I was now officially that someone who needed to remember to take
her medication each morning — and after lunch, and at night before bed.

But I could see the relief on Tom’s face. He had known something was not
right with me for a long time, and having things verified by a professional
brought a tangible sense of peace.

Remembering which pills needed taking and when was to be my next job. I
bought myself several different little pillboxes to try. I decided on a favourite —
a rectangular clamshell design made of cloudy, transparent plastic. When
unclasped and opened, one half was divided into eight small compartments,
each with their own flip-up lid. I liked that there were eight. I could fill up for a
week and a day, so I would always be prepared and ahead of myself. The other
half had one full flip-up lid and no compartments. I would keep my
contraceptive pills in there — they were part of the regime. Babies had not been
on our radar anyway, but now that I was officially in the stabilisation stage of a
bipolar diagnosis, they were entirely out of the question: the doctor said meds
and foetuses did not mix. When all the little lids in my box were closed and the
main clasp shut, everything inside was very secure. There was no risk of
anything falling out into my bag.

I used a white-out pen to write the days of the week on the mini-
compartments, but then used a plastic ruler to scratch it all off again. I needed
more than one compartment per day. There were too many pills and it was all
getting confusing. In the end, I settled on using the box for four days at a time:
I Tippexed a sun for each of the four AMs and moons for the PMs. These

would be my lunch and night-time doses. I had to move the breakfast pills into
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one of the other pill organisers — this one was a cylindrical, clear plastic stack
of little round pillboxes, each screwed onto the bottom of the next. There was
only a screw-top lid for the very top compartment, and the thought of losing
this lid brought a mildly sick feeling that sat in my stomach for the entire
duration of my medicated days. The round box would live at home. The
cloudy, rectangle clamshell box would live in my handbag, its presence my
albatross. It was what it was.

Once the pill logistics were all taken care of, a small wave of calm lapped

over my toes. Perhaps I could manage this.
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16

Tom arranged a meeting with our church’s leadership so that we could tell
them what had happened. We didn’t know what to expect. However, as staff
member Tom wanted to be upfront about his personal life, and since I was a
leader at the youth group, we felt it would have been wrong to stay quiet. We
wondered if [ would be told to resign, or if Tom could even lose his job.

At the time I did not know how to describe my church in terms of style,
theology or even culture, but [ had seen American missionaries blush when
offered wine at our newcomers’ evenings, and so I would deduce that we were
of a liberal bent. And, from time spent in the church office, I knew that, as a
religious organisation, we were not especially organised. But I assumed that,
written down somewhere, there was a minimum standard of got-it-togetherness
required of a leader.

I racked my brain for our church’s criteria, but came up with none. The
truth was, much of our church involved sincere people making things up as we
went along. Therefore, when it came to the disclosure of my ‘attempted
suicide’, Tom and I weren’t sure how to prepare ourselves. The church was
inter-denominational — no one was ordained in an official way; no one was
technically qualified. I believed that my leaders were people who were worth
following, people who were worth my respect. This worthiness was what I had
worked so hard to emit to the youth group. The logical flip side of this was the
fact that, if someone were to lose their leadership-worthiness, then they should

also lose their position as a leader. Now I had lost everything, and had nothing
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to offer anyone.

John and Tony, the two senior pastors listened quietly as Tom talked them
through what had happened, and explained that I was now regularly seeing a
psychiatrist who had recommended long-term medication. Tom held my hand
as he spoke, and when he had said all there was to say, we waited.

Finally, I could take it no longer.

‘I’m so sorry for all the trouble,’ I blurted out. ‘I know I need to stop being
a leader.” This got things moving.

‘What we really need you to know,’ replied one of the pastors, ‘is that any
break you take from any areas of church that you’re involved in, whether it be
in youth group, dance, worship team, or all of them, is going to be because you
feel you need to rest. We are not saying you have to stop. It is important that
you know you are not disqualified. You’ll probably be feeling that way, and
that would be understandable, but it’s wrong. That is not how it works. None of
us is perfect. If you want to rest, we will support you in that, and want you to
know you will have a rest with our blessing. But you are not disqualified.’

What a relief. Yes, a rest is what [ wanted. My head hurt, and I just wanted
some peace and quiet. I wanted to be rid of every obligation, every duty, every
responsibility. I didn’t want to be a role model anymore. The church had just
offered my freedom on a plate. I willingly accepted.

The only thing that stood between me and some tranquility was The Point.
My studio: it was my dream, my initiative, my undertaking. I had tried to walk
away from it, and was honestly a little surprised that, in my doing so, it hadn’t
simply disappeared. There it sat, gathering dust, not going anywhere. It was my

problem, and I needed it to go away.
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I called my mother, fully expecting her to Roger that, wave her magic wand
and make my business disappear. Her witchcraft did prove useful occasionally.
But she did not know what I had been going through and, true to form, my
mother did not respond to me in the way I had hoped she would.

‘Absolutely not, my darling.’

‘What?’

‘I’'m saying no.’

‘What? Did you hear me? I'm saying I can’t do it anymore.’

‘Yes, I hear what you are saying, but Daddy and I have been talking and
have decided that we’ve been too easy on you. We’ve let you quit too many of
your things, and this time we think the best thing for you to do is to stick at it.
You need discipline to be a dancer, and you need even more of it to run a
dance studio. I think this is a good time for you to buckle down and commit to
what you are doing and stop looking for a way out.’

She had tried this tactic a couple of times before in my life — I was flaky
and we all knew it. I also knew from experience that, if I just pushed my case
harder, she would acquiesce. But this time I lacked the emotional reserve to
force my mother’s hand. I realised that, as an adult, and as the sole name on the
lease, I was not in need of her permission. It was simply that I had hoped she
would take the problem off my hands to save me the trouble. But she wasn’t
going to do that without a fight, and I didn’t have the fight in me. I would have
to shut it down without her.

I gave the landlord notice. I closed down my classes. Day by day, I
shuttled more bits and pieces home. I asked friends to come and help
themselves to yoga mats and dumbbells. I donated stationery and office

furniture to the church. Finally, it was time to hand over the keys.
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I walked away from my first business venture, relieved to have dealt with a
sizeable problem — I had plugged a huge hole in my bucket. The studio had
been a constant drain on my energy, and now I needed energy in order to deal
with my mental health. A sensible decision on all counts, surely?

Yes and no. In shutting down the studio, I had inadvertently unearthed a
new problem, this one more formidable than my inability to run the business.
In putting a stop to the dance studio, I had also put a stop to the thing that I had

long considered my ‘calling from God’.

Ballet had always been a source of joy and comfort to me, and after becoming
a Christian I had happily received appreciative comments about dance being a
gift, given from above. I never felt so right as when I was in a ballet class. I
found my peace on rosin-scented wooden sprung floors, wherever in the world
I happened to be. This is what had led me to take class seven days a week
whilst at university, to put a barre in my room and to practise for an extra hour
each day. This motivated my unwavering commitment to daily cardio exercise
on a stationary bike, and to never find myself in front of a TV unless I sat in
splits.

I knew I was obsessed, and was self-conscious about it. But I had reasoned
that my faith was something I had been encouraged to be extreme about, and
that, if I linked dance to God, the unease softened. As I studied fine art and
dance, I thought about the idea of God delighting in beauty, and found comfort
in it all. I built much of my faith on it. I lurched at the opportunity to lead the
church’s dance team and had hurtled, headfirst, into running my own studio.

My family whole-heartedly supported each member’s endeavours. My

mother was fast to endorse my love of dance, and invested heavily in the
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studio. She attended Pilates classes every week, and did everything an
ambitious daughter could ask of her. I doubt she ever entertained the possibility
that I could fail. Maybe she loved too much. Add to that, the unwavering
support of my church family, and there was a sure recipe for disaster.

I walked away from it all feeling defeated. I had let everyone down. I
wanted nothing more to do with dance. What my mother did not seem to
understand was that there was a wealth of consideration behind my decision. I
was not acting on impulse this time. I had committed a premeditated crime, a
murder. [ had killed a God-given dream. I didn’t want anyone to try to revive
it. What I wanted was someone to grab a shovel and help me bury the
evidence. Instead, I buried it alone and ran home to cry, to wash up, and to
garner the strength to feign innocence.

But dance — the dream, the calling — would not go gently. It came back to
me in the form of well-meaning comments from church members. It would
come on the faces of a forlorn dance team abandoned by their leader... The
little sister-in-law who had followed in my footsteps... The bags full of ballet
shoes and leotards I could not bring myself to discard... The mere mention of
The Nutcracker each and every Christmas.

The dance dream morphed into a fat ugly frog, the one that had retrieved
my golden ball from the depths of a murky pond. The frog who was now rattat-
tatting the castle door, asking me to make good on all my harried promises. But
Jacinta, you did promise I could sleep on your silken pillow... and you did
promise you would worship the Lord in dance forevermore.

I turned my back on the frog and focused instead on my mother. Look
where her influence had left me! Why had I been audacious enough to think

that I could run a business with no experience or training? Why hadn’t I
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recognised any of the warning signs? How, at the age of 22, had I been allowed
to set myself up for such a huge fall? Who did I think I was? Some kind of
superwoman? A magical-extraordinary-genius-witch who could do anything
she wanted, just as long as she wanted it enough?

“You can do anything you set your mind to.” That was &er line. Her motto.

I lacked the courage to point my finger at her directly, so I attacked her
philosophies instead. Her anything is possible attitude to life was a lie with legs
for tripping me up.

Everything is possible, but not everything is beneficial! countered the
Bible. Wise, and slightly smug. How I wish I had listened to the Bible instead
of my mother. She was so wrong — so wrong in the most fundamental detail.
Being able to do anything I set my mind to was not a good thing at all; it was a
curse. | had clearly demonstrated that this approach to life was flawed
according to all the details of reality. All I had ever wanted was a mother who
would call me home to safety, not one who double-dog-dared me to try my
hand at absolutely everything under the sun. If she had caught me standing at
an open window with a set of paper wings, she would have handed me a glue

stick.

I crashed hard, and I would do my time in recovery. Months and years would
unroll; eventually, I would go to therapy, and only months into that would I
tell, tell on her. I held out, out of a mix of filial loyalty and guilt. The
psychologist and I explored every angle of my feelings of being not-normal,
both of us fully aware that I was withholding vital information. Eventually,
however, I cracked. I flung wide the floodgates. I rattled off a list of my

mother’s offences, so vast it was visible from space.
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And then, when I was finished and she was successfully painted as the
villain of my life, I stopped to catch my breath. Severed from the burden of
keeping secrets, I collected myself, straightened out my top and looked around

at my life.

There, on the last pile of mail brought home from the studio, lay an ominous
envelop from the government’s Inland Revenue Department. I still dreaded
those envelopes and needed to give myself a good pep talk before I could open
them. According to past findings, the content of these envelopes was never as
bad as feared, but official-looking letters like this always filled me with
trepidation: the authorities were onto me for something.

I did not know how to keep my business accounts straight, or how to file
returns or records of paid employees. Whenever one of these letters asked more
of me than I could give, I simply handed it to my mum — who, in turn, handed
it to someone else and it always seemed to be taken care of. But not this time.

We were late filing the studio’s tax return, and I had been summoned to
court.

‘Oh, I'm sorry about that, my darling,” said my mother, over the phone.
She had been busy and had not managed to get this one thing done before the
deadline — or the second deadline extension, as it were.

‘I know it sounds a bit scary,” she continued, ‘but I’ve checked and the
accountant says it’s just a formality. You just need to appear before the judge
and say you are very sorry for being late, and then we will pay a small fine or
something like that. I’ll come with you. It’ll be a learning experience.’

I felt myself going light-headed. Stand before a judge? This was a problem

my mother couldn’t make go away even if she wanted to. One thing I did
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know, though — if she could have stood beside me before the judge, she would
have. She had coached me into this mess, and she was going to coach me out
of it again.

‘If what you’ve hoped for doesn’t work out,” she said, ‘you just have to let
it go. Learn what you can, and say, what’s next?’

She accompanied me to the courthouse when the appointed day came. Her
job was to repeat the mantra of the day: “This is just an administrative
formality.’

But I was petrified, dry in the throat and only just managing cognisance.
This had to be the last real thing I could force myself to do before surrendering
to the fog that my medication was lulling me into.

I had grown to accept that, due to whatever it was that was wrong inside
me, [ was capable of terrible things. My wrist bore testament to that. If I could
do that to myself on a whim, what else was possible? Anything. Anything,
really, was possible. And this was the most terrifying idea in the world,
because now I was unsure of my ability to control the underlying badness that I
had known to be there all along. This sense of being a threat to myself and
others, this pre-empted verdict of guilt, was the reason I found myself
trembling before all forms of authority — at letters from the government, at
policemen passing by on the street, at the prospect of standing before a judge.
It was just a matter of time before I would be found out; and once that
happened, who knew?

Because my mother was a director of the company and its only investor,
she had a stake in the proceedings. Because she was my mother, she held my
sweaty hand as we sat waiting for my name to be called. When it was my turn,

I stood to go forward, and glanced back to catch the reassuring kiss I knew she
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would blow to me. I was taking one for the team. It was my business, yes, but
it had taken the two of us to get us where we were that day. The charge was
read; I was asked how I would plea.

‘Guilty, Your Honour.’

There it was. I had finally said it.

And then it was over.

It was the judge’s job to decide what I had to do to make things right (a
small fine and a completed set of forms to be handed in on time). I needn’t
have worried. I thanked the judge and turned to make my way off the stand, not

expecting an epiphany.

The verdict had brought with it immediate relief. Fear of the thing was worse
than the thing itself. And, what was more, I alone was able to take the stand for
my actions, my choices, and my failures. It was down to me. I had needed to
plea because I needed a verdict. I was the guilty party. I was not the judge, and
my mother was not on trial. No one had asked for my verdict, and there was no
sentence for me to issue. She was not a criminal. She was an unconventional
mother loving her child the best way she knew how.

She was not a normal woman — and she was, indeed, the answer to the
majority of the what the fuck questions that formed the wadding to my life. But
maybe, just maybe, ‘normal’ was overrated. Maybe it was time I took
responsibility for myself instead of blaming her. I had missed out on having a
regular mother; but on that day, I began to suspect that I might have gained in
areas that most other people didn’t even know existed.

I stepped down from the stand, knowing she would be there, ready to take

my hand again.
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“You looked beautiful,” she said. ‘And now we know what pleading guilty
feels like, don’t we? I think we should celebrate. Shall we go for high tea at the

Mandarin?’
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17

2005-2006

With the dance studio well and truly out of my life, I was finally able to focus
on my mental health. Tom took all of my art blades away. He did not want to
leave me at home alone, so he dragged me to work at the church office with
him and left me in an unoccupied room, where I could work quietly on my
illustrations and lie on a sofa if I needed to rest. I always needed to rest. My
eyelids grew heavy after just an hour at the office, so I lay down and fell
asleep, only to be woken by Tom when it was time to head home. I don’t know
if people asked questions. I was tired and unable to function above the most
basic level, and this is how I spent my medicated years.

Two friends from our Bible study group were getting married. They had
asked Tom if he would lead the songs at the ceremony, and if I would sing with
him. We did this gladly, but the day was stressful. My body wanted sleep
during the day, and before the ceremony began I was already exhausted from
the war that raged on inside. Everyone looks good at weddings, and I knew
Nicky would be there looking beautiful, and Tom would see her and notice
how ugly I had become in every way. | was ragged from weeks of eyeballing
Tom’s every move. Tom was smart, though, and at the end of the morning
ceremony he took me home to rest before the reception dinner.

I raged and cried and screamed and surrendered, but stubbornly fought my

need for sleep. This scene had become commonplace and, depending on Tom’s
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emotional reserves, it could last anywhere between one and five hours. That
day, Tom held me close and said a prayer.

‘Please God, please help her to know that I love her. Please help her.’

I slowed my breathing and wished things could always be this tender. I
wished he wouldn’t speak again unless it was to say that we could skip the
reception dinner.

“You can’t do this every time you see her, Jacinta. This isn’t how you want
to be. It’s not you.’

I looked at him through sore, red eyes.

‘What if it is me? Have you even considered that? What if the other one
isn’t me, and this is me now? What if I really am crazy now? What if I was
faking all along? You can’t tell me I don’t know what I know. I do. I know
exactly what I know and you can’t change that.” No matter how tired my body
felt, the rage was always stronger.

“You aren’t making sense anymore,” Tom replied. ‘You can’t believe what
you’re saying. I need you to listen to me. I need you to trust me.’

‘Do you have any idea what you’re asking me?’ I said. “You can’t just ask
another human being to not listen to her own instinct and listen to yours
instead. That is crazy. That’s how people end up in cults. Maybe you’re the
crazy one. Either you are asking me to listen to you and trust you, so you can
get away with anything you want, or else you like the idea of being married to
a brainless, stupid person who’s happy to think what you tell me to, instead of
following my gut. You’re asking me to stop listening to my gut!’

‘If you don’t trust me, we’re in trouble,’ he said, still keeping his voice
low. ‘If you do trust me, we can get through anything — but not if you’re

second-guessing me every step of the way. Do you honestly think your
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instincts are in a healthy place right now?’” He was asking me to turn away
from myself. I was the only one I had, and if I turned on myself then I had no
idea what would be left. But that day, he pushed it further. ‘Do you believe that
I love you?’

I couldn’t answer.

‘Well, I do love you,’ he said, ‘and I’'m committed to you for life, and I'm
asking you to trust me. I have faith in us, and I need you to have faith, too.’
This was an exchange that we would repeat dozens of times over the next few
months.

But that day, he held me and we cried for some time. Then he reached for
his guitar.

He played quietly while I lay on the sofa. It was a new melody — he
hummed and I listened. I stared through glazed eyes at a notepad on the floor,
full pages curled and crumpled. It had skidded across the floor after I’d flung
it, enraged, less than an hour before — still visible were the scribblings of a mad
woman. A document of desperation. Earlier in the week, I had remembered
something Joyce had recommended I do. I had looked up God'’s love in the
index of my Bible, and then written out, in longhand, every single Bible
scripture referenced. This had taken half the day, and was an exercise in self-
preservation. I was beginning to think it impossible for God, let alone Tom or
anyone else, to love me, and I needed the Bible to either confirm or refute my
suspicions. In writing out these Bible verses, letter by letter, word for word,
from the Amplified version, I rediscovered that this God I professed was,
indeed, in the merciful business of dealing with messes like me.

Tom hummed and I listened, and the words got up from my notepad to

dance.
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‘I’'m writing this song,” Tom said, ‘but I’'m stuck on the words.’
I reached to the floor and pulled the notepad closer. I unclipped the pen
from where it lived in the coil binding, and began to put the words where they

belonged.

This is Love

What can separate me
From your love, oh God?
You will not forsake me

There’s nowhere you cannot go

Neither death nor life

No depths and no height

Could weaken your love, oh God
And there’s nothing in this world
In all of creation

That could take your love away

This is how I know what love is

Though I'm a sinner

Christ laid down his life for me

And that’s the greatest act of love in history

When my Jesus died for me
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Months passed. We did things and went places and the medicated fog endured.
I know we did things and went places only because I have photographs.
People, events, life itself blurred into the haze, and only the most important
moments were able to pull me into focus.

I was in Ikea, holding a sofa cushion, when my parents called. They had
just returned from Oxford and my dad had needed to go straight to the doctor.
He hadn’t moved his bowels in two weeks. After a number of tests, he was told
he had colon cancer. A complete blockage caused by a tumour the size of an
orange. He was on the way to the Canossa Hospital for an urgent operation.

As I walked into the ward, I found my father in bed directing my mother as
she arranged loose papers from the hanging file she had pulled from the cabinet
at home. Every important piece of paper in our world was in that cabinet. She
was surprisingly good at filing. They had been going over his will, and she was
now putting it away. They were both calm.

Several hours later, he came through the surgery and broke a record in
doing so. Fifteen pounds’ worth of tumour, distended intestine and waste had
been removed. His surgeon had never seen anything like it, and said it was a
miracle Dad had survived as long as he had without his gut bursting and killing
him with toxic poisoning. We always knew you were full of shit! read one of
the get-well cards sent by his colleagues at the university.

My mother stayed by his side for the duration of his hospital stay. Justin
and I visited daily. I brought my wooden box of colouring pencils and a
sketchbook, and busied myself for hours, and then went and ate vegetarian
fried noodles in the hospital canteen.

My dad’s recovery and discharge from the Canossa coincided with the

time for Tom and me to move out of our current flat in Shui Fai Terrace. We
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would move into my parents’ house in Sai Kung. We were struggling to pay
rent on top of my medication and appointments with the psychiatrist, and it
worked out that my parents were glad to have extra people around during this
hard time. My mother and Tom left the house to go to work every morning,
while my dad and I stayed home together with Cora, the maid, and Achilles
and Cassandra, the pair of Alsatian-cross mongrels my parents had recently,

albeit reluctantly, adopted and renamed.

I was tasked with being my father’s carer, not realising it was [ who would
benefit most from our time together. We looked after each other, enjoying
leisurely lunches and running errands in Sai Kung town, visiting the public
swimming pool and taking slow walks to the pier, across the road from the
house. We could sit in silence most happily. Conversations started and stopped
naturally without any stress or pressure.

I’m told that most people reach a point, while growing up, where they are
faced with the reality that their parents do not know everything. This never
happened to me. My father would always be an encyclopaedic source of
knowledge, his brain was like the Radcliffe camera — but he was never
impatient in the way that some very clever people understandably are.

I found his voice extremely comforting. Sometimes, we went on long
drives around the New Territories in the second-hand BMW convertible he had
named Ella, the Black Beauty, after the Queen of Jazz herself. If | wanted to
hear him talk, I needed only to choose my topic.

‘Dad, can you tell me the history of China?’

He would chuckle and request that I specify whether [ wanted to know

about China’s ancient or modern history.
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‘A bit of both please,’ I would say, and he was off.

We watched movies on DVDs purchased in Sai Kung town. Sometimes,
we watched quiz shows on BBC Entertainment. My father loved general
knowledge quizzes and revelled in exercising his brain, but couldn’t stand
Anne Robinson from The Weakest Link, to the point that he had to put the TV
on mute at the end of each round. Twice a day, at the appointed times, Cora
would appear from the kitchen with fruit covered in a mix of unsweetened
yogurt and flax seed oil — we were all working hard at health.

But the cancer kept on, and soon chemotherapy appointments were added
to our schedule. Justin, our mum and I combined efforts to ensure that never
once would Hob attend chemotherapy unaccompanied. With time and energy
directed at caring for my dad, I found myself regaining a sense of strength,
wondering if the time had come for me to think about my own life again.

Yes, said every voice inside. Yes, let’s think about your own life again.

You have abandoned your calling from God, said my heart to my head.

You have disobeyed the one thing you felt God had asked you to do. What
makes you think you can do, or not do, whatever the hell you want, and then
still expect all to go well with you? You don'’t feel like dancing anymore? Do
you think you can just have a new calling? The callings of God are
irrevocable.

I was in my mid-twenties. If I could just hold out for another couple of
years, making excuses as to why I wasn’t dancing, then I would soon be too
old to go back to it. Once I had met the retirement age for dancers, then people
would stop asking me why I had quit. I just needed to hold out a bit longer.

Yes, this was the plan. This would work. I just needed to hold my head up

and walk on. What right did anybody have to question whether I danced or

200



not? It was ridiculous. What was it to them? How dare they? I just needed to
walk on. Walking had, however, become more difficult. My medication
ensured I tripped over my own feet daily, and people’s well-meaning questions
about dance did not cease.

Okay, fine, 1 said to my head. What do you want from me? Dance? You
want me to dance? That is so unreasonable, and so unfair. But if it’s the choice
between living under a curse and getting back in a dance class, then fine. Fine.
I will dance. You want me to dance? I'll bloody dance, then. Fuck you. What
exactly do you want me to do? Study dance properly? Full time? How about a

Master’s degree in Dance? And then you and everyone else can just shut the

Sfuck up.

The next day, I travelled into town to visit the Academy of Performing Arts in
Hong Kong. I needed a brochure or an application form or something tangible
to take home and look at. As I entered the lobby of the APA, I hovered by the
wall of leaflets, not really knowing where to start. Then there was that voice
again.

A man is about to walk in through the entrance on your right. He is headed
to the lift lobby. Stop him. Ask him if he is the head of dance.

No time for internal dialogue; he was fast approaching. He smiled an
approachable smile straight at me, instantly shattering all hope of my
chickening out.

‘Excuse me...’

‘Yes?’

‘Are you the head of dance?’

‘Why, yes.” He was still smiling, now looking a little perplexed. ‘How did
201



you know that?’

Shit. How did I know that?

‘Um, I think I saw you in a performance at some point... Were you one of
the cygnets in the parody Swan Lake?’

‘Um, no, not that I remember...’

‘Oh, sorry, I have a terrible memory...’

‘No matter, no matter. Anyway, can I help you with something?’

The lift was taking a long time to come. I mumbled for a bit longer, then
waved the words away with my hand, hoping the gesture would wipe the slate
clean. There was no way out of the situation. I asked if he had a moment to
discuss the possibility of my studying at the Academy, even at the late age of
26.

He took me up to his office and said that, by all means, there would be no
problem with me putting in an application. There was a student doing her PhD
in Dance at the age of 35.

Shit.

After a quick chat, he gave me the forms and a handful of printed
information and sent me on my way.

I filled out all the paperwork, banked in the application fee and even paid
my old ballet school a visit for a reference letter. I sent in the application, then
hoped and prayed it would be lost in the post. However, a few short weeks
later, I found myself back at the APA seated opposite an interview panel. I
fumbled my way through the questions fired by a range of dance teachers. At
the end of the interview, one of the females said that she liked me and all that I
needed to do next was pass an audition.

1t is plain to see that dance is part of your destiny. I can see it written all
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over you. You simply must dance, and you must dance ballet! You certainly are
too old, and completely the wrong build by traditional standards, but I have a
feeling about you... I can’t quite put my finger on it. I think there is a story
here and I believe that you will, indeed, overcome all of the obstacles the next
few years will throw at you. Now go, go and buy yourself a large collection of
leotards and sweats. Bless you for your courage and obedience to God’s will
for your life. This is what she did not say.

What she actually said was, ‘If you are to study dance, then you will need
to prove you can dance. I feel that, at your age, with your build and your lapses
in training, ballet will be far too much of a challenge, in which case you will
need to choose a different stream. What style would you like to focus on?
Contemporary, Jazz, Chinese or Musical Theatre?’

I hadn’t prepared myself for this question. What I needed to do was go
away and weigh up the options.

‘Jazz, please.’ I had a grand total of one week’s worth of classical jazz
training from elective classes thrown into a ballet summer school many years
ago.

‘Very good. For your audition, we simply ask you to attend one of our
regular lessons with our existing students. That will give us enough of an idea.
Would you like to join a beginner, intermediate or advanced class?’

Don'’t say advanced.

‘Advanced.’

‘Perfect. See you next week.’

It did not occur to me to be concerned by the fact that I was out of my
depth. All I really knew about classical jazz was that it was similar to ballet in

some areas, only everything was turned in from the hips instead of out. If God
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had brought me thus far, surely he would have to get me through the rest of the

ordeal?

It really was an ordeal. I showed up to my audition class without jazz sneakers.
I hadn’t thought about what I would need to wear. I hated jazz sneakers. They
were black and ugly compared to the aesthetic grandeur of a ballet shoe. No
way did I ever want to own a pair of jazz sneakers. A generous third-year
student, who also happened to be a distant church-related acquaintance, lent me
her spare pair seconds before the class began.

I was placed in the front line. I kept up with the warm-up routine
reasonably well, even though it seemed to drag on far longer than was
necessary. [ was flexible enough, but my reserves depleted quickly trying to
follow nothing more than verbal instructions from the teacher and the other
girls’ reflections in the front mirror. The warm-up finally ended and it all went
swiftly downhill from there. I blundered through to the end of the 90-minute
lesson, entirely free from grace, ability, or the dignity-preserving wherewithal
to simply stop. We stretched down and said thank you to the teacher.

He dismissed the others and then looked to me with a sympathetic chuckle.

‘Well, that was fun. Thanks. Goodbye.” And he took his exit, fast.

The rejection letter arrived in the post three weeks later, and I breathed a

big sigh of relief. That would be my final attempt to obey the dance calling.

After laying low in Sai Kung for several more weeks, I recovered from the
embarrassment, felt some strength return, and with it the desire to venture back
to Hong Kong Island — to show my face at church, to walk the familiar streets

of my city, and to look into the possibility that it was now time to move on
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with my life. But, every time [ ventured away from The Nest, strange things
happened.

The first instance was truly confusing to me, both when it happened, and to
this day. I had gone to the hairdresser — Freddy, a mutual friend of a girl from
church whom everyone had adopted as their regular stylist. I had been lying
back over the top of the basin, having my hair rinsed by one of the junior guys
for what seemed an abnormally long time. Freddy came by and said something
to the assistant that I couldn’t make out over the sound of the showerhead, then
they both laughed. Then I heard another voice, distinct and clear as day, but as
internal as a thought of my own.

He is up to no good. He wants to ruin your hair.

I ignored it, but wondered what was taking so long. Finally, I was told to
sit up and return to the salon chair. Freddy came over and started to comb
through my long hair. Suddenly, he stopped short and, with a dramatic gasp, he
held up a portion of hair close to my left ear: it was a six-inch dreadlock. It
looked freshly back-combed.

‘What is that?’ I asked. I knew for certain that it had never been there
before, and was bewildered as to why he had done it and was now pretending
he hadn’t.

“You have a very big knot!” he said, with an equal, but far less-convincing
level of bewilderment. ‘What happened here?’

“Your guy! You told him to do this!” I was sure of myself, and ready to
make the accusation.

‘What are you talking about?’ said Freddy. “Why would he do that? He
doesn’t even know you! I think maybe your hair got stuck in the drain and he

just tried to pull it back out... It’s very long... I don’t know what you’re saying,
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but just sit still and let me fix it... We might have to cut it oft.’

‘Don’t touch me!” I shouted and felt ready to make a scene. ‘Give me back
my jacket. I’'m leaving.’

I stormed out of the salon with hot cheeks, tears in my eyes and wet hair
dripping down my shoulders. I rushed back to the church office, where I told
Tom what had happened. Tom called the salon and asked for an explanation.
He was given the story about my long hair being caught in the drain. They
begged him to send me back to the salon so the situation could be fixed.

Tom hung up the phone and turned to me. “Why don’t you just go back
and let him fix it? He says he wants to do your hair for free.’

I was incredulous. ‘I am never going back there again! He did this on
purpose! I'll tell everyone. He’s going to lose all his clients!’

‘Jacinta, you need to calm down. Please, just tell me what possible reason
he would have to do that on purpose — what could his motivation possibly be?’
I was unable to give him a reason, and this was the point at which I felt

Tom was no longer on my side. We argued for a few minutes, but then I
realised the significance of what was happening. Either I came up with a
reasonable explanation for Freddy’s unreasonable actions, or I was acting like
a crazy woman.

I retreated to the church lounge downstairs, where I found the mutual
friend of Freddy. She received my report in horror and immediately got on the
phone to give him a piece of her mind. After she hung up, she told me he had
sent his sincere apologies, he had fired the assistant and again begged for me to
return so he could fix my hair.

Now things had gotten serious. I couldn’t be 100% sure I wasn’t crazy, but

someone had lost his job over what had happened. I told her to call him back
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and say I would not return, but I didn’t want the assistant sacked. I would let it
go. I went home with my wet head hanging low.

You lost.

The second incident, coincidentally, also involved a drain. There was an
American guy called Craig hanging out in the church lounge. I hadn’t really
spoken to him and had no real opinion about him, other than hoping he might
make a good match for one of the many single girls in the church — single girls
outnumber eligible bachelors in most churches. That day, however, after a brief
‘hi/bye’ encounter at the lift lobby, my opinion of him changed.

He’s up to something.

I went about my business at the coffee bar and then decided to use the
toilet before heading back upstairs in the lift. I pushed open the door of the
ladies’ room and immediately noticed a small, thin snake, about a foot long,
flipping about in a puddle on the tiled floor of the cubical in front of me. I shut
the door again as fast as I could, and rushed back to the lounge to find help.

‘There’s a snake in the toilets!” I screamed.

The only people in the centre that day were some girls practising a drama
in the studio, and Craig, who was reading a magazine. He leapt into action, a
little too readily if you asked me, and ran toward the girls’ loo without
hesitation. Then, with his bare hands, he heroically seized the snake and took it
to the coffee bar in search of a biscuit tin to put it in, all the while ignoring my
plea to call the SPCA so a professional could assess whether or not it was
poisonous.

He denied owning the snake, or having anything to do with its being in the

ladies’ room. I asked him what on earth a snake was doing in a second floor
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lavatory of a building, in the middle of Hong Kong’s central business district
then. He reckoned it had come up through the drains. I walked away from the
encounter confused and almost sure that he was, indeed, up to something, but I

had no idea what it might have been.
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It was hard to know if I was having these moments of craziness precisely
because I had situated myself in a church — and a church by nature, when
functioning as it should, is, among other things, a haven for the broken,
confused and downright crazy. By this measure, our church was functioning
well — we had several colourful characters who had made it their place of
worship. They were all welcome, of course, but staff were asked to respectfully
monitor their behaviour.

One harmless, but unsound, gentleman wet every chair he sat on. He had
been caught targeting newcomers, offering them small cakes, saying it was his
birthday and asking for money. We were asked to gently remind him that the
church would meet some of his financial needs on the condition that he stopped
soliciting visitors. There was also a disturbed young lady who loitered in the
lounge area on the second floor throughout opening hours, seven days a week.
She scratched her head and muttered to herself. She occasionally cried and
demanded attention, but more often just wanted to sit in on whatever was going
on.

And, of course, there were a couple of the crazies that I always assumed it
reasonable to find in a church. I called them the Angry Prophets, the ones who
sincerely believed they had inside intel from God, and needed to enlighten the
rest of us. These guys all operated independently of one another, but |
developed a talent for spotting them, even before their behaviour got strange.

The clue was in their facial expression, and if it changed when talking, or when
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they would ask a seemingly innocent question like, ‘How are you today,
Jacinta?’ I would know straight away. It was a look that said they wanted you
to know that they knew something, and they were, in fact, trying to look
straight into your soul, but failing. They had opinions, usually negative, about
every aspect of church life.

Tom was often on the stage at church, so he was an easy target for the
Angry Prophets — who, in all fairness, were not always angry. More like
disappointed on God’s behalf.

‘God was not happy with your worship today,” one of them said to Tom at
the end of a Sunday service. This guy had stopped shaving some time ago, and
had also grown his hair to shoulder length. It was only a matter of time before
he showed up in sandals and a white robe.

Another severely volatile young man, who had once sworn his devotion to
Tom’s music, started sending emails containing nonsensical accusations, and
even a death threat. But Tom was not too bothered by the mentally ill people
he encountered at church. In my humble opinion, the death-threat guy had
crossed a significant line, but who was I to judge? I had probably issued a
similar threat or two to my husband along the way. Tom was equally even-
keeled with us, every one.

Most congregations contain one or two from the colourful and obviously
mentally ill categories, but then there are the closet weirdos to take into
account, as well. These people make totally normal first impressions; they fit
right into the scheme of things quite pleasingly, but somewhere down the line
the weirdness starts to surface. These ones come in a variety of shapes and
sizes, as follows.

The Premature Missionary: Many an excited young Christian has moved to
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Hong Kong, feeling called to China, possibly having been inspired by famous
missionaries like Jackie Pullinger or Hudson Taylor. They vow never to leave,
only later to discover that lofty claims made in one’s early twenties can make a
flimsy foundation for the long haul.

The Lovesicko: A young and single person who has fallen in love with
someone at church. They get busy being a hyper-involved example to all, and
then say things like, ‘God says I’m going to marry you.” He or she struggles to
handle the inevitable rejection, and then disappears from the scene altogether.

Or they might be people who find a safe place of consolation in God’s
house and start dealing with difficult events from their past. The process draws
out character flaws. Some people get over-zealous about church things and
then their self-esteem gets tangled up in their various roles at church, whether
or not the pastor has noticed all their hard work. Or perhaps they get over-
zealous about God things, and bypass polite recommendations for theological
grounding.

This is the stuff church is made of: flawed people in a broken world, drawn
towards the hope of a remedy. I write what I know.

Brokenness is supposed to be the reason church exists. But some people
are trickier than others; some personalities are just harder to deal with. The
kindest code name I have heard given to these difficult people is EGR: Extra
Grace Required.

I was now aware that [ had become someone for whom Tom required extra
grace. I had crossed the point of no return: a foregone conclusion. But I was
unsure of just where on the spectrum I fell as far as the majority of the wider
church was aware. Most people knew I had withdrawn, but few people knew

why. Did the fact that I was able to keep my craziness in the closet mean that I

211



was less troubled than the guy who clearly thought he was Jesus? Did the fact
that I had enough self-awareness not to mutter to myself mean that I was fine?

Was the snake episode a case of Craig, a possible weirdo himself, who
might just have wanted to act out a deranged need to solve a snake-related
emergency? Or was my suspecting him just another case of Jacinta having a
bipolar moment? Was Craig messing with me? Was the devil messing with
Craig? Was the devil messing with Craig in order to mess with me? Did the
snake just swim up through the toilet? Who knew?

‘What if I'm not actually crazy at all?’ I asked Tom.

“You aren’t crazy, Jacinta,” said Tom. “You have to stop saying that.’

‘I’'m not? What am I then? Am I fine? Normal?’ I was a little annoyed that
he had interrupted my getting to my point with semantics.

“You have bipolar disorder. It’s an illness. You are currently suffering
from a mental illness.’

‘Yes, I am mentally ill. Let’s call it crazy for short.” Tom rolled his eyes
and I continued. ‘Well, have you ever even considered this: what if I’'m not
crazy? What if ’'m actually a genius, and it’s all of you who don’t understand
me?’

Tom let me continue for a bit longer, even though his reply was ready to
go. This was an easy one. | continued nonetheless.

‘If someone tells a joke and no one laughs, does that mean the joke wasn’t
funny, or the teller has a crap sense of humour? Or, could it be possible, that
her sense of humour is so far advanced that no one who happened to be in the
room at that moment was able to appreciate it?’

“You have a mental illness right now, Jacinta,” Tom said. ‘You sliced your

arm open.’
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Tom and I moved out of Sai Kung into a large flat in Causeway Bay, on a
grimy dead-end street called, ironically, Haven Street. Ours was the last
building on the left. Our building was very old and had a lift with the
traditional two-door system — one heavy metal door with a small, reinforced
glass window that opened onto a sliding wooden grate, both needing to be
opened manually.

It was here that I lost the next two years of my life. The days ticked over
painfully slowly. I did not know exactly how many of them I would need to
surrender in the name of recovery, and this in itself was a form of torture. I had
packed my pillboxes and taken my place on the sidelines of the game of life,
confined now to the spectator’s stand.

People got married, changed jobs, moved flats, left Hong Kong, came back
again, went out for drinks, threw dinner parties, celebrated birthdays, went to
church, went on hikes, asked after me and said they wished I would join them.
I didn’t want to join them. I didn’t have the strength to put up the appropriate
front for most situations.

But I needed to go to church. Every shred screamed out from within me,
‘YOU NEED TO GO TO CHURCH!’ And I did. But I didn’t want to deal with
any of the people. With great precision, I would time my arrival just as the
service leader began to greet the congregation, sparing me from any attempt of
contact. But I would arrive before the band began to play, so that I wouldn’t
miss the very thing I had come for: the music.

Tom had gathered a good team of musicians and singers, and the church
was gaining a reputation for being particularly strong in the area of musical

worship. Our church congregation loved to sing, and it seemed everyone was
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of one accord and totally unashamed to give it their all, physically and vocally,
when it came to this first section of a church service.

The church founders had pioneered a way into contemporary music in
church, by songwriting and free expression. They cleared a path for us to skip
down, and skip down it we did. Plans were underway to collect and record
songs written by members of the congregation, as a sort of musical snapshot of
that moment in our church family’s history. Excitement about the project was
building, and it added to the collective participatory enthusiasm each week. For
me, though, the music was something almost entirely personal. It was a
lifeline.

For those forty or so minutes (that never felt long enough) peace came.
The notes that Tom plucked on his guitar would fall like drops of rain, pitter-
pattering over the keyboard’s synthetic pad. I closed my eyes and raised my
arms — it was an action I would force myself to make in a deliberate act of
public surrender. It was as close as I would get to dancing in church again. I
would raise my arms, and all at once the heavy swell churning within me
stilled, just for those forty brief minutes.

Though no one ever questioned me, I was sure of the fact that, had I
needed to, I could defend my right to sing in church. I could reach into my
glove compartment and produce a licence to worship any day of the week. The
God I sang to was the friend of sinners, and my qualification in that area was
one thing I never doubted. I would sing, and listen, and pray, and cry. And
then, when the music ended, I would sit and listen to the preacher’s message.

Here, I struggled somewhat — over memories of my past pursuit of the
pulpit; intellectual questions about what was being said; and what gave that

preacher any right to say it so confidently. Worst of all, I struggled with a
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yearning that cried out for God to deliver me a prophetic message, right there
on the spot, to tell me there had been a huge mix-up and that I was not crazy at
all: that, in fact, I was wonderful and perfect and just plain misunderstood.

Although weekly I sat hopeful in the corner of the front row of the church,
the prophesy didn’t come, and I was left to get on with the daily grind of taking
my medicine and trying to keep out of trouble. I visited the church centre daily,
mostly just to have something to do. There were a couple of ladies at church
who were about ten years older than me, who treated me like a little sister. I
told them what I was going through and they immediately became my
supporters. They shared personal stories of their own and sent me encouraging
text messages, and in doing so helped me to begin to feel less alien.

Other people I encountered must have known something was up with me,
but no one ever asked. I told myself they had heard about my father’s cancer
battle and would probably connect that to my own change in comportment.

The Revolve girls, who I had led in the dance ministry, grew increasingly
impatient with my reluctance to call a team meeting or resume training. I had
told them I needed to take a break from leading the dance team and had given
my blessing for them to elect a new leader and continue on without me.
However, good practice in the culture of our church called for any leader who
wanted to step down to first identify and train a successor, and this was yet
another thing I was unable to do. I bore the guilt of killing a ministry as I

walked through the church lounge, avoiding eye contact with the dancers.

Rehearsals and logistical preparations were underway for the church’s live
album recording. Two sound engineers and a preacher were flown in from

Sydney. The recording was to take place over two nights in order to maximise
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our chances of capturing the best quality sound possible for the album. We had
rented a small auditorium in a government facility and, due to strict house
rules, each seat had to be ticketed.

I was in two minds about whether or not to invite my parents. From a
young age, | had always felt self-conscious about letting my family mix with
the rest of my life. Not so much for reasons related to witchcraft or alcohol, or
me worrying what my friends thought of my family. My reluctance to mix
worlds was more about a worry of what my family would think of me. I never
felt shy about them coming to dance performances, but they had never known
me as a singer and I didn’t want them to make a fuss.

It wasn’t a big deal, really. I was one of two backing singers, in just two of
the ten songs for the night. Maybe it would have been more effort than it was
worth for them to come. On the other hand, my father had cancer and maybe
by coming to the event he would have an encounter with God and be healed. I
gave them their tickets a few days in advance, and then tried not to worry about
what would happen next.

I greeted them when they arrived, but they slipped away straight after I had
sung my two songs. Three days later, I still hadn’t asked for their feedback — I
was trying to avoid any potential embarrassment about my singing. But, as it
turned out, my mortification would not be related to the music at all.

When I finally called my dad, he sounded strangely distant. I plucked up
the courage to ask him what he thought of the concert. He made a light-hearted
comment about loving seeing me ‘so happily singing on stage like a Ra Ra
Girl’.

I felt a small pang of feminist offence, but pressed further because I sensed

something wasn’t right.
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‘Didn’t Tom do well?’ I asked. This was the first time my father had seen
Tom in his role as our church’s worship leader.

‘Yes, Beeps,’ replied Dad. ‘Tom is a very good singer, and he’s very
clever if he wrote all of those songs and organised the whole thing.’

‘Well, he did write most of them...’

‘It’s just...’

‘What?’

‘Well, it’s just...’

‘Dad?’

‘Well, the man giving the talk...’

I knew it. The talk had, in fact, given me goosebumps, and here we were,
about to share in the memory of it all. It was such a passionately delivered
sermon. Life-changing, even. My dad was hesitating, but I was eager to hear
him say how beautiful it all was, perhaps that he was so moved he wanted to
receive Jesus as his personal Lord and Saviour. I knew he was an Anglican, but
I didn’t know if that involved being born again... so I pushed it.

‘What about the talk, Dad?’

‘It was awful.’

‘Huh?’

‘Dreadful. Absolutely terrible! I mean, do you really, honestly, subscribe
to all of this?’

I was blindsided. The visiting preacher was one of the most inspiring
speakers I had ever heard in my life. Ever since I was a teenager, I had cried
every time I’d heard him speak, and he had certainly delivered that night — and
in the face of some major technical challenges, as well. He was dynamic and

animated; he dressed stylishly, spoke from the heart...
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‘Huh?’

‘Beeps, it was absolute twaddle! Awful! All hype and no substance
whatsoever. Pandering to the lowest common denominator. Totally
condescending and hammed up. Absolutely ridiculous. I am sorry to say that I
think the whole talk was nothing short of emotional masturbation!’

His closing statement hung awkwardly over the silence as my face flushed
hot and my eyes filled with tears. My father hated what I loved. Why was he
being so aggressive? Why was he being such an intellectual snob about
something as sincere, and potentially life-changing, as this sermon?

‘I’'m sorry, darling,” he went on. ‘I don’t want you to think I'm angry at
you. I loved seeing you on stage and you looked so happy and beautiful — you
always look beautiful — and Tom is a very good musician. It’s just that... if that
sermon was any indication of the style of your church, I can’t say that it’s
something I’d enjoy in the least.’

I made an excuse and got off the phone as fast as I could. I went to the
ladies’ room to cry. After I had composed myself, I went to tell Tom what had
happened. It was the first time I had found myself in a situation where my
husband and my father would stand on opposing sides, and I would have to
make a choice. Tom didn’t see it as such a big deal. He wasn’t devastated at
all, and said that it didn’t matter if my father didn’t love our style. Tom hadn’t
expected him to like the message, anyway. It was probably too loud and too
‘youthie’.

‘Even my mum thinks it’s all too loud, and she’s a pastor’s wife!” said
Tom. ‘Try not to worry about it too much.’

My father was an academic and, according to what I had heard preached

from more than a couple of pulpits, intellectuals were some of the hardest nuts
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to crack. They let their brains get in the way of faith.

But I was embarrassed about enjoying what my father had hated. He was
the smartest person I knew, and one of the only people on Earth who had no
ulterior motive for wanting the best for me. If he could see something wrong
with it, then the chances were very high that, somewhere along the line, I had
started kidding myself — or would, at least now, have to start. Was I the lowest
common denominator? Was the whole thing a little hammed up? Well, yes, I
suppose it was.

As I allowed myself a moment to ponder this possibility for the first time, |
heard the clear sound of a crack forming deep in the foundations of my faith.
The structural integrity of the metaphorical floor on which I stood, wearing my

footwear of the gospel of peace, had been compromised.
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19

The church offered me a part-time job. They promised it had nothing to do
with the fact that we were not making ends meet, but insisted that the church
had a strong vision for ‘couples in ministry’. This job offer was a gesture in
that direction, but at that point the job description could not allow for Tom and
I to double up in any areas. So, for the time being, it was more a case of
‘couples working in different areas of the same church’.

I spent time organising volunteers, copywriting, and just generally
helping wherever I was needed. When I had done as much as I could manage
on any given day, I clocked off and spent the rest of my day waiting around for
Tom to finish so we could go home together. He was my life support, and my
survival was pegged to being near him at all times.

We had come to accept that preparing evening meals was too big an ask
for either of us, so we often ate out with anyone who was around after work.
Or, if we felt like an evening in, we bought microwave meals from the tiny
Circle K next to our bus stop.

Hong Kong is full of compact convenience stores, sometimes less than a
hundred square feet — just big enough to house the minimal stock of snacks and
sundries, newspapers and magazines, a freezer for ice creams, a microwave for
heating packaged dumplings, hot water tank for instant coffees or cup noodles,
and two seasonal items: a display of umbrellas that would appear from
nowhere, prices inflated, whenever the sky turned grey, and a hot fridge for

winter staples like warm soy milk and cans of Nescafé¢. The inner wall is
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always fitted with a fridge for drinks such as soda, box drinks, Taiwanese milk
tea, and beer.

Once all the stock is accounted for, there is usually only space for about
three adult-sized humans at any one time. No pleasantries are ever exchanged
in these shops — you go in to get whatever you need, or to refill your Octopus
travel card or pay a phone bill at the till, and then get out of the way as fast as
you can.

Tom and I broke convention by loitering at the chilled food area long
enough to discuss whether it was to be a Chinese-style spaghetti bolognese,
Singapore fried noodles, chicken a la king, or beef stroganoff sort of evening.

Beside the Circle K sat a hole-in-the-wall boutique selling naff rhinestone-
bejewelled fashion, and next to that was my fruit shop. Hong Kong fruit shops
like these had featured heavily in my upbringing. Mangoes, tangerines,
mandarins, pomelos, grapes, mangosteens, pears, apples, lychees and
persimmons were on display, often individually cradled in a polystyrene nest
and collectively presented on a bed of coloured tissue paper. They sat atop an
assortment of stacked polystyrene or cardboard crates that cascaded
unapologetically out of the storefront and onto the pavement. This display was
invariably lit by large lightbulbs under bright red plastic light shades hanging
from the entrance. Suspended in the corner, above all the excitement, was a
small bucket on a weighted pulley that would serve as a till.

Every day, I insisted on buying and consuming an unreasonably large
amount of whatever fruit looked good — this was mostly to deceive myself into
forgetting the nutritional sin we were about to microwave for dinner. So the

fruit shop was always the last stop before heading home.
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I always tried to go to bed at the same time as Tom, but sleep alluded me most
nights. I would lay awake in the dark, eyes forced shut, listening to Tom
breathe as he drifted off, leaving me alone to contend with what I referred to as
Phase Two of the night. As Tom’s breathing relaxed into effortless depth, my
eyelids would spring open at the realisation that I was then alone, and then my
digits would start to party. The tips of my fingers and toes would become
restless and my brain would want to dance. I allowed this to happen while also
trying not to disturb Tom.

It always started with a physical warm-up on a minute scale. There was
little I could ever do to stop it. The knuckles of both thumbs would bend and
flex, bend and flex. Next, the big toe and second toe of each foot would join in,
flicking across each other, a foot’s equivalent of silent finger-clicking. These
two sets of movements would soon need variation, so as the thumbs pointed
up, the big toes would point down. It always took a couple of false starts to get
this coordinated — something like rubbing your tummy whilst patting your
head. I found immense satisfaction in getting the toes and thumbs right.

One of my earliest memories of a ballet class involved learning the concept
of opposition: we were told to experiment walking with the same foot as hand
swinging together, to feel how unnatural a lack of opposition was. This simple
lesson stuck with me, and it demanded my attention more than that ballet
teacher probably ever intended it to.

Brain Party warm-up would follow a consistent sequence: Tom’s
breathing, thumbs up, toes down, repeat, switch, remember ballet class, attempt
to add left-side/right-side variation, fail at that, start again, this time go for a bit
longer. I'm really good at this. Then switch in accordance with my own

inhale/exhale, try to add gentle rhythmic grinding of molar teeth, keeping in
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mind the issue of left/right variations, thus trying to keep both sides of jaw at
equal tension (though this is not possible because my bite is imperfect, and |
cannot allow myself to dwell on this fact because it will be my demise). By the
time I looked at the clock, Phase Two would have been in session for at least
an hour.

Next, Phase Three: the dreaming of possibilities that would inevitably
climax in visions of grandeur. I would image myself as a successful health
supplement saleswoman, then as a motivational speaker, then as a singer, an
Olympic athlete, a fashion designer, a children’s illustrator, a toy maker, a
puppeteer, an ender of world hunger... The thoughts would race round and
round, darting in for frenzied pit stops, back onto the track, and eventually
crashing into each other after another hour or two had elapsed.

Phase Four was what I dreaded most. If I hadn’t fallen asleep by now,
chances were high that the next day would be a total write-off. The illuminated
digital clock would now become the focal point. I would watch and wait,
probably drifting in and out of a light sleep, but waking each time with an
urgent need to decipher what the glowing digits were trying to tell me.

It was stark clear that the numbers were trying to communicate, but the
meaning of the message was a problem. 02:50 was a visually pleasing number
on the digital clock —symmetrical and reminiscent of sections of the designs
found on ceramic rice bowls the world over. 01:01 and 23:32 were quite good;
02:20 not bad; 01:23 annoyingly sequential and far too cute; and 22:55 rather
glorious.

These interesting-to-look-at numbers were starting to haunt me, and I
would fall into the unfortunate habit of looking at the clock only when the time

was approaching one of these numbers. I never seemed to check the time and
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find an arbitrary line-up of digits, and this realisation bothered me something
awful. As my eyelids opened, I willed the numbers to be something random
rather than meaningful, but they would never comply. They were clearly trying
to tell me something, I just couldn’t figure out what. I rationalised it as
coincidence at first, then fought hard against the prospects of supernatural
conspiracy and self-sabotaging mind games.

If I looked and the clock said 03:20, the fact of the matter was painfully
clear: in precisely 12 hours and one minute’s time, the digits would read 15:21.
But then there was a strong possibility that 12:51 was actually a superior line-
up, so then I would try to figure out where this had left me.

On some level, I was aware that things were getting out of hand, but
because this would all happen when I was alone and physically exhausted, I
was unable to ask anyone for help. Tom deserted me back at Phase Two. I
would try to reason with myself, promising that, in the morning, I would go out
and buy a notebook and draw out a list of every possible digital time
combination, highlight the significant ones and then make an honest
assessment of whether pure mathematical probability meant there was nothing
noteworthy about the way I only ever looked at the clock when an interesting
number was up, or if (and I very much hoped not) it was something more
sinister that would demand further exploration.

Yes, I would think to myself, 7 really must write them all out. I should buy
a book of graph paper. At this point, I would check the clock again, and if it
said 05:20 it meant that the night was lost.

The brain parties were morbidly entertaining at night, while they were
happening, but I skulked through my daylight hours mentally hung over.

Getting out of bed was the biggest challenge of the day — 11am was the earliest
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I could manage. The glance at the clock was always followed by thick lashings
of disappointment because I hadn’t even managed to hear Tom leave the flat,
let alone been ready to leave with him. On a really bad day, I would only make
it as far as the sofa before collapsing asleep again until about 3pm. On a
slightly better day, I would faff around the flat for about an hour and then head
to the office.

My days of running off boundless energy had been a small but significant
part of my life that were now fading from living memory. I walked around the
flat looking ruefully at the bookcase full of art books, then at the trainers buried
at the bottom of the shoe pile by the door. I felt no desire for the things I used
to love, and I was sure it was the medication’s doing. [ was wearing a chemical

straightjacket.

Sometimes, I dragged myself out of the flat in a feeble attempt to exercise, but
the meds had laced my veins with the heaviness of lead, and my limbs would
not cooperate.

The challenge of the week was, without fail, getting to my appointment
with the psychologist. Jerry had approached Tom at church, asking after me.
He knew a girl in need when he saw one. Tom said he was the answer to our
prayers — we had finally found a qualified, mental health professional who
understood the world from whence we came.

Jerry’s office moved four times over the years I was seeing him. The first
two offices were both less than a ten-minute walk from my home, and yet
getting myself there was a sizeable ordeal. I always wanted a nap when it was
time to leave the house, or I thought it would be a good idea to try an

alternative route to get there, or I allowed my mind to fill with questions of
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whether or not we had changed the regular appointment to some other day.

For what felt like months, I would sit awkwardly as Jerry reminded me that
it was fine if I didn’t want to talk, that this was an hour in which I could sit and
feel peaceful — a profound act of kindness I only wish I could repay. At the
time silence was very challenging. Every week I wrote lists of ideas of things
to discuss with Jerry, for fear of that awkward hour of silence; but every week I
forgot that I had made the list, and had to fumble through anyway.

Tom managed to get me to a band practice one Saturday morning. I stood
in my usual spot during the sound check, but I soon found myself beginning to
nod off. While still singing, mic in hand, I crawled off the front of the stage
and sat on the ledge to rest my elbows on my knees, my head resting in one
hand and the other hand wedging the mic in place under my lower lip. I had
sung these songs so many times, [ knew I could literally sing them with my
eyes closed. And my eyes really needed to close. They were dry and sore, and
if I could just let their heavy lids have some relief for a minute or two the
world would be a better place.

On a matter of principle, Tom and I had both tried to keep rehearsals
sacred — as the leader, Tom had to set an example by showing up on time, and
arriving prepared. As a band member and a classically trained dancer, I had
made it my business to give my all in every run-through at every practice. So |
sung on.

I didn’t skip a note, but my weary eyes stayed shut for longer than I had
planned. My face had started to relax, too, and had I not been disturbed I
probably would have started to drool. I woke with a snort because the song we
were working on had ended, and I became aware of the giggles that had

escaped from a couple of other musicians. I opened my eyes to see several of
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them in silent hysterics, pointing at the sorry sight I must have been.

‘What is the matter with you, Jacinta?’ they asked. They were thoroughly
amused. I was not.

There wasn’t really any way I could explain my attempt to sleep-sing
through practice, so I slipped away to the ladies’ room to splash some water on
my face. I was dry inside and out. My skin itched, and broke out in a
devastating throwback to adolescence. My eyes clicked when I blinked, and
my tickly throat, constantly parched, made me sound like my voice box had
detached and slipped down into my thigh, where it continued to try to make

itself heard.

Despite this vocal challenge, however, I eagerly accepted an invitation to
preach at One Eighty. I had been on a break from church leadership for too
long, and I was desperate to end my time on the bench. The young adults were
working their way through a teaching series based on the theme of worship
songs, and Derek, their leader, wanted me to share the story behind This is
Love, the song Tom and I had written together.

‘What do you think you’ll talk about?’ asked Tom when I shared the
joyous news.

It had been over two years since I’d last preached. I hadn’t taken to the
pulpit since just before the Incident. My ministry comeback was eminent; [
could feel it. Through the mental fog came visions of Joyce waving her support
at me from the headquarters of Joyce Meyer Ministries in Fenton, Missouri.

‘I’'m going to tell the whole story, totally raw and honest,’ I said. ‘That’s
what people used to say they liked about me. I’'m raw — whatever that means.’

‘Really?’ said Tom. ‘Not sure that’s a great idea, not yet. Maybe give it

227



some more thought? It might not be in your best interests to reveal all...’

‘Why? I’ve got nothing to hide, and absolutely nothing to lose. There is no
way [’m going to get on with my life pretending it didn’t happen, because it
did. And it’s relevant to the theme, because it happened right before we wrote
the song.’

‘Look, I don’t want to get into a fight over this,” said Tom. ‘I’m supporting
you. I know you’ll get the right opportunity to tell your story one day, but I
think it’s just too soon right now.’

“You’re ashamed of me, aren’t you?’

‘Please, will you just trust me? You said you were going to trust me with
the big decisions for a while. This is a pretty big decision, since it doesn’t only
involve you. I have no problem with people knowing about our lives, but what
about Nicky? What about you? You’re still on meds now, and maybe that’s not
the best thing to share just yet. I don’t want people to judge you.’

Tom didn’t understand my sense of urgency. I was quite certain that, if [
delivered a deeply personal and confessional sort of talk, we could officially
mark the end of my journey. I felt that, if I was talking about it, then I was
looking back, with hindsight, from a different vantage point, removed, and that
meant [ wasn’t there anymore. If I was no longer in the moment, that meant it
was over. | wanted nothing more than to tell the world what I had been
through. What I had now come through. I wanted to be through it, and telling
the story was the only path that I could see that would get me there. It was all
taking too long.

I had already tried speeding up my healing process. I had tried to harness
the power of positive thinking and can-do statements in attempts to un-mental

myself. Physical illnesses are easier to deal with in this respect — a blood test or
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some other official form of the All-Clear tells sufferers their recovery is
complete, and they can now return to the functioning world. Once someone
who had a broken leg in a cast has that cast removed, everyone can see that
they are now better.

When someone has a fractured mind, however, it is not so easy to know
when, or if, the recovery is complete. I had thought I could swing this idea to
my own advantage. If the problem with mental illness is that there aren’t really
any immediate or easily recognisable indicators that a sufferer can take as an
official All-Clear, then how would I, or anyone else, know that I hadn’t already
been cured? Maybe I was better already?

This was an attractive possibility. I took it upon myself, ignoring all sound
advice, to experiment with cutting out my meds. I wanted to see if they really
did make any difference. I had promised Tom I would comply with my
prescriptions, but perhaps they were all placebos. I didn’t want to overtly
disobey my husband, so I tried ‘accidentally’ forgetting to take my morning
dose now and then, and I also tried taking half-servings of everything.

No attempt yielded the desired results. I never knew whether I was having
a bad reaction to the inconsistent dosages, or if my own guilty conscience was
toying with me — days when I had messed with my meds always ended very
badly. Once, I got into a heated argument with the church’s sound technician
and ended up assaulting her with a running shove. After a handful of these
unsuccessful experiments, followed by confession, followed by a severe
scolding from Tom, I vowed to follow doctor’s orders evermore.

Dr Leung had made it plain to me that I would be taking medication for
many years to come, despite the fact that I had been lying and telling him I had

felt completely better for months. As a result, I knew he wasn’t in a hurry to
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give me a clean bill of mental health. He had no interest in my desire to be
chemical-free.

I was given regular pregnancy tests to confirm I was not pregnant before
being issued with more drugs. The thing that confused me was that Dr Leung
regularly said that, if Tom and I had plans to start a family, I needed to tell him
with plenty of notice so that he could taper me off my medicine for the lead up,
duration and aftermath of the pregnancy. Obviously, medication and babies
didn’t mix.

I had no interest in making babies at that point in time — in fact, I felt that
the one positive thing I could do for humanity was not reproduce myself. If I
couldn’t get myself out of bed in the morning, how was I supposed to produce
a decent human being?

But, more pressing was the question why on earth was pregnancy the only
possible reason to have me drug-free? If a pregnancy test had ever come back
positive, I would have been taken off further medication immediately. What
about the simple (and, in my opinion, legitimate) reason that I hated being on
the drugs? That I was in a living hell? Why was that reason not sufficient?
However, as Dr Leung gave me his usual family-planning precaution at the end
of one appointment, a thought struck me like a ding-dong bell. He will take me
off my meds if I say I want to have a baby.

So I did. I told my doctor I wanted to have a baby. And then I went home
and told my husband that my doctor said he was going to taper me off my
meds. Enough said. And here is where I began a six-month journey out of the
rabbit hole. It would take no less than half a year to safely reduce my

medication down to nothing.

230



I preached at One Eighty as requested, but I did not tell the full story. I steered
the talk toward the Bible verses that featured in the lyrics instead. It went
reasonably well. The lasting memory of the night was my dry, dry throat. I
choked and croaked my way through my notes. I was warmly received, but
unable to engage with anyone at the end of the talk. On the way home, Tom
chuckled and said, ‘Daughin really liked your talk.’

‘That’s nice. He did tell me. We spoke briefly just before he left...’ I was
always encouraged to see that our former leader still took the time to show up
to these meetings.

Tom was still smiling about something when he said, ‘Yeah, he told me he
spoke to you. He asked me if you were praying in tongues.’

‘What?’

‘He said that when he was talking, and you were listening, your lips were
moving like you were praying in tongues or something.’

‘Huh?” What was Tom talking about and why was it funny?

‘Are you?’ His smile grew.

‘What? I’m really confused.’

“You don’t know you’re doing it, do you? You’ve been doing it for
months. You look like you’re muttering to yourself when other people are
talking. Like this...” And after an absurd impression that made me laugh, he
continued. ‘I just thought you were listening to them and pre-empting what
they were saying, like a smartarse. It’s pretty cute that Daughin assumed the
most spiritual explanation. That guy.’

It turned out that my lips had been involuntarily twitching for months and I
was totally unaware of it. Another possible side effect of the medication. It

took too much energy for me to do anything about it, so I tried not to let the
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idea of it bother me. Just another reason to lay low as much as possible. Tom
was right: I wasn’t ready for my ministry comeback. I was feeling deflated.

‘Don’t worry, Loops, you’ll be okay,’ he said. ‘One day you will be all
better. You’ll get to share your story and it will help lots of people.’

‘Who is going to be helped by me and my mental story?’ I was feeling
sorry for myself.

‘Mental people,” replied Tom. ‘Seriously, there are a lot of people in the
world who need help in this area.’

‘Oh God, no. Please, no. I really, really don’t want to specialise in mental
people. Once I’ve crawled my way out of this hole, I don’t want to have to
climb back in to deal with all the other crazies, and we all know there are
plenty.’

‘Why not? Isn’t that what being a Christian is supposed to be about?
You’re supposed to want to help people. You could make a real difference...’

“Yah, to mental people... No thanks,’ I said angrily. ‘I’ve decided I don’t
really like people at all, any of them — all too complicated. I don’t want to deal
with any of them, not even the normal ones. Sounds mean, but whatever...
This is all easy for you to say, Tom. You get to have the cool music ministry —
you don’t even have to talk to people, or deal with any of their mentalness, if
you don’t want to.’

‘Don’t I?” He looked at me with smiling eyes.

‘Okay, fine,’ I said. ‘Here’s the deal. You and I will do it together, we can

finally be a ‘couple in ministry’. Yup, we’ll call it Mental Ministries.’

232



20

Back in the church office, I had been asked to write out some worship ideas to
offer to the small group leaders, each of whom facilitated Bible studies and
social gatherings for about a dozen people on a weekly basis.

Music and communal singing is the go-to option for dedicated times of
worshipping God in a church service, and it has been for centuries, where
numbers can range from anything from a handful to tens of thousands of
attendees. Songs led by voice and an acoustic guitar work well in small groups,
but the problem we were facing was the fact that, statistically, it would have
been a challenge to have a guitar player in every small group, even though our
church was considered well-endowed with musicians. Some groups chose to
sing along to a CD, but everyone agreed that this was not ideal.

The mandate given to me was to think up some creative ideas for how to
worship God without being dependent on worship music or communal singing.
The finished product was a spiral-bound in-house publication called Creative
Worship filled with exercises to utilise body, mind and spirit and involved
coloured pencils, scrap paper, lemons, and imagination. It was something I was
very proud of, so much so that I decided to mention it while on the phone with
my dad. We hadn’t been in touch for some time.

‘It sounds like a lovely book, Beeps,’ he said. I wondered if his enthusiasm
was an attempt to mend the damage done by his reaction to the night of the
album recording.

‘Thanks, Dad. Would you want to see it? Maybe proofread it?’
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Part of me felt like I was asking for trouble, but the other part knew my
father loved me and had always approved of my writing. He had made me
believe in my ability to write. But we both knew that my dyslexia left my work
in sore need of proofreading, and I didn’t think anyone in the church office had
time to read the thing through before it had to go to the printer.

‘I’d be honoured,’ he said. ‘I’ll make my comments and send it back
straight away. I’'m looking forward to seeing it.’

His comments came back to me within the space of two hours. It was
marked up and all I had to do was click a button to accept or decline his
suggested changes. I accepted all of them. The comments and notes attached
were full of encouragement and affirmation of not only my writing style, but
the ideas themselves.

Tears of relief poured from my eyes as I read and clicked ‘Accept’. When
the time came to send the document to the printer, [ knew everything was

going to be alright.

Tom and I were surviving, living month to month, with our bank balance
hovering at, or just below, zero dollars. I signed up for a vitamin-selling
pyramid scheme that my mother was interested in a futile attempt to contribute
to society, and to our income. Several of our friends bought in, but little came
of my efforts, other than luminous yellow pee for all involved.

It had been months since I had last talked to Dr Leung about our money
troubles, hoping he would recommend I stop coming to him. Instead, he agreed
to reduce the length and frequency of our appointments, and said we could do
fewer of the expensive blood tests as long as I purchased my own pregnancy

tests from the pharmacy. It would not be safe to start trying for a baby for
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several months still.

Babies were not in our plans, anyway. Once in a while, I wondered if a
baby could be the answer to all of my problems, but I aborted this notion
before it had time to take hold. I could not allow myself to be so awful and
selfish. Anyway, in my mind there was a very strong likelihood that I would be
unable to conceive. Nothing so perfectly miraculous as a child would ever just
happen to someone as utterly undeserving. There ended the dream, and I soon
developed a bit of a fixation with buying and using home pregnancy tests as a
precautionary measure.

Tom rolled his eyes every time I emerged from the bathroom with a
negative test in hand. We had read that it would take up to six months for the
contraceptive pill’s chemicals to clear from my body, and between his busy
schedule and my lack of self-esteem, there was not too much going on in the
bedroom to worry about, anyway.

Our salaries combined were just enough to cover rent, bimonthly half-hour
visits to Dr Leung, our tithe to the church, a bit of food and some travel money
to put on our Octopus cards. Once the Octopus money was blown, we resorted
to scraping the coin jar for tram money to get us to and from work.

We had become closer friends as a result of it, but the dynamic had
changed. Tom had once been my teen sweetheart, trembling, down on one knee
on top of Victoria Peak, asking me to spend the rest of my life with him. More
recently he had morphed before my eyes into The Sucker Who Married a
Crazy Person. His religious convictions and decision to marry young had
screwed him over big time, and now he was stuck with me.

I didn’t need to check with him about all this. I was convinced. I was

certain that no up-and-coming Christian worship leader could be divorced — or,
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worse yet, be known to have abandoned a crazy woman in her time of need. So
Tom had no choice but to stick it through, to soldier on and attempt to manage
me as best he could.

If we could just get me to the point where I could put on a normal fagade
for small stretches of time, perhaps not all was lost. I had behaved badly by
being bipolar. I was the bad child, and he had been forced into the role of the
angry grown-up. It wasn’t fun for either of us, but it was all we could come up
with at the time.

‘We can’t keep spending like this, Jacinta,” said Tom when I offered him a
hot cup of lemon green tea.

‘I know, I know,’ I replied. ‘I just thought it would be good to have some
teabags at home. It’s much cheaper than buying a latte, and I’ve really missed
having a hot drink.’

‘Whatever.’

He was in a huff, and I was offended that he had not even acknowledged
my kindness and subservience in offering him a cup of tea.

‘What on earth is your problem, Tom?’

‘Well, since it looks like you’re going to push it, it is definitely not cheaper
than buying the occasional coffee... You’re kidding yourself! I saw the receipt
in the bin. You spent $700 on tea, Jacinta. Tea! I wish you’d just bought
yourself a bloody latte — or better still, got one from the church. That’s what
it’s there for!”

We had a very nice coffee bar in the church lounge, with an espresso
machine that had been donated by a coffee-passionate member of the church.

“You know how I feel about that, Tom. It’s dishonest — there’s no integrity

in drinking the church’s coffee and not paying for it. It’s stealing.’
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Exchanges like these could go one of two ways. That day, things would not
bode well for me. The vein on Tom’s neck was showing.

‘I didn’t say “steal it”’!” he shouted. ‘Even the suggested donation is
cheaper than Starbucks, and you get a staff discount... All of that is a hell of a
lot cheaper than 700 freaking dollars for crappy tea. I don’t even like herbal
tea! You’re going to have to drink all of it by yourself! Every last bag! Did you
stop to think that maybe you could buy something for me? Do you ever think
of me? Do you ever stop to think anything through at all? We have NO money,
Jacinta. What the hell are you doing?’

Tom was reaching his boiling point, and I could see that he needed help
cooling down. Perhaps if he would just calm down enough to hear the facts, he
would be able to understand.

‘My books say it’s a good idea to avoid stimulants,’ I said calmly. ‘I’ve
stopped taking caffeine or sugar. I don’t know if you’ve noticed. It was
stopping me from sleeping.’

‘Drink water, then! Don’t talk to me anymore.’

I was not good at not talking to him anymore.

‘I’'m not using this as an excuse,’ I continued, ‘but my book says that
people with bipolar disorder do tend to be a bit crap with budgeting.’

As soon as I got to the end of my sentence, I regretted starting it. There
was steam coming out of Tom’s ears and I could hear the faint sound of a
kettle’s whistle.

‘First of all,” he said, ‘if you keep using every symptom listed in your
stupid books — which, by the way, I know you are also spending too much
money on — as an excuse to be irresponsible, then you’re going to have to stop

reading them all the time. It’s like you’re looking for permission to do these
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things. Just because the book says you might gain weight or have trouble
sleeping, it doesn’t mean you have to pig out and stay up all night! When was
the last time you did any exercise? Maybe if you went for a run instead of
going shopping every day you would start sleeping better!’

The mention of anything remotely linked to my physical appearance was a
high-risk manoeuvre on his part. A move to be made, as far as I could see, only
for the express purpose of hurting my feelings.

I was in tears. My husband hated me and it was all because I was so fat. It
had very little to do with the mess my head was in, or the fact we would
struggle to pay the rent next month. He would be much more able to handle
everything and support me more compassionately if [ were slimmer. Nothing
good would come my way until I had lost all this awful weight the meds had
made me gain. That was why I needed the tea in the first place. If only he’d
listen.

But he felt it was my turn to listen. ‘Secondly, don’t blame your inability
to control your spending on your bipolar disorder. For as long as I’ve known
you, you’ve been crap at saving money. I’m not saying I’'m much better, but I
don’t spend on things for myself the way you do. I am saying that if we don’t
start pulling in the same direction with this, we’re going to end up in serious
trouble. You can’t just have everything you want. I know this is news to you,
Jacinta, but you just can’t. Our parents aren’t going to be around forever to
keep bailing us out every time we get into debt. We can’t live like this forever.
We have to start saving money, and it’s never going to work if you are doing
this kind of thing.’

There it was. I was fat and my father wasn’t going to be with me forever.

Tom had covered the two big ones. I retreated to my laptop. He would be

238



getting a letter from me in the morning.

I had a new strategy for when things turned ugly, which they did at some hour
most days: I headed to my laptop. I’d been a sporadic diarist from childhood,
ever since seeing Twin Peaks at age 11, and I had recently decided it would be
worth documenting my healing process. My mind was more a jumbled mess of
questions and prayers than ever before, and the only way I could deal with it all
was by writing it down.

The incident with the Stanley knife, at this point almost two years behind
me, had served as the detonator that led to an implosion of my world. While I
had hoped for a quick clean-up operation in the form of a prayer or two to get
me up and running again, in Jesus’s name, the truth of the matter was that the
ordeal was far from over. The dust from my self-inflicted demolition had hung
in the air plenty long, but when it finally began to settle, it became clear to me
that the scale of destruction was beyond what I could manage.

Most of what was left recognisable was past the point of repair, and I had
all but resigned myself to the conclusion that the best I could do was to clear
out the debris, and try to fill the empty shell of my life with some modest and
affordable flat-pack furniture. The idea of being a world-changing,
inspirational Christian personality was off the table, and the thought of me
being mental did not appeal. Now, my only hope was to eke out an existence
somewhere in between the extremes — unchartered territory for me thus far.

Yes, I would need to join the ranks of the unremarkable — those who did
nothing of much interest, drawing no attention to themselves, just getting on
with it, just showing up and playing their unremarkable part in the world. I

would live out my unremarkable days, never forgetting I had only myself to
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blame for my sad state of affairs.

Days, weeks and months blended into each other. I was becoming a
creature of the night, never fully present in the daylight hours, just biding my
time until I could get to the computer. But as I typed, I found that the
ramshackle ruins of my mind had started to heal.

I gave myself permission to write, freeflow, any and all thoughts, ideas and
questions I felt needed dealing with. My head was a huge ball of tangled wires,
and each new paragraph was a thread to be unravelled. For the first time in
years, I stopped self-censoring and pre-judging — habits that served me well in
a church setting, but looked dull and insincere on the laptop screen, no matter
what font I chose. What I needed was a space in which to express myself
completely, free from worrying what effect I might have on anyone else. This
was a reasonable need, but one I found hard even to admit to having. I finally
dared myself to revisit my Before Christ inclination toward colourful language,
fucking this and fucking that. This writing would become a defiant act of self-
indulgence.

If I was in a crazy mood, [ wrote crazy. Sometimes, I typed ‘in tongues’ —
an innocent, but mildly sacrilegious, practice that I think I invented, which
involved rolling my eyes back in my head and letting the tap-tapping of my
fingertips do the rest.

If I was aching, I wrote out the pain. I let it bleed into type, each word a
cool blade to the skin until there was nothing left. It hurt, but it was better than
literal cutting. If I was fantasising about making lemonade out of my acidic
life, and getting rich off a career in selling vitamins, I drew up lists of specific,
measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bound goals. If I was mad at

someone, I ranted angry letters. And, when I felt I couldn’t make it through
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another day, I drafted suicide notes.

I enjoyed the writing sessions that involved chuckling over gibberish and
spontaneous sass much more than those involving Dear John letters and death
threats. Eventually, therefore, the goal became to write myself out of my funks
and into better moods. I never had to manipulate things, though. I found that I
could begin anywhere. The starting point could involve confessions of doubt
toward God’s goodness, or irritation caused by some piece of unsolicited
advice I’d been given, or outbursts of the rage I felt about my situation. I wrote
and left no stone unturned. I prodded each issue from as many different angles

as I could, and the purgative result cleared me some room to finally breathe.

One Sunday, Pastor John talked about journaling, and said the problem was
that those who practised Christian journaling often limited themselves to
writing down their prayers to God, rather than writing down responses. So, he
had the volunteers pass out paper and pens and then asked us to write a short
letter to God. Five minutes later, he instructed us to write, by faith, God’s
response to our letter. This was something novel. Who was I to put words onto
God’s page?

How presumptuous, 1 thought. Nevertheless, I complied with the John’s
instructions and wrote out a rather glib attempt at sounding God-like — using
phrases like ‘Oh my child, my precious daughter’ for God to address me with,
before paraphrasing chunks of Bible promises I could recite by memory: ‘For I
have a good and perfect plan for you, my beloved...’

I was underwhelmed by the exercise, yet found myself experimenting with
it at home in the privacy of my own MacBook. The God who wrote to me there

was a little edgier than I had given him permission to be at church. I could
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usually get the ball rolling with accusations, followed by question upon
question about why he hadn’t healed my father’s cancer; whether he actually
wanted Christians to be fundamentalists, or if it was honestly a bit unfair to
confuse Christians who possess the gift of self-awareness with being
lukewarm; when I could feel peace about stopping my medication; whether
God would ever get over the fact that I had stopped dancing.

I was not sure if I was hearing from God correctly when his answer about
the dancing came as ‘I don’t care as much as you think I do. Dance if you want
to. I love it when you do, but if you don’t want to, don’t do me any favours.’
Some nights, ‘God’ would give me in-depth theological expositions that
involved directing me to evidence and citable references. Other times, he
would cop out and write something like, ‘This is not the right time for you to
know the answers to these problems..." Every once in a while, he would tell me
to stop being silly and go to bed. The night I asked whether I should invest
more of my time, money or effort into my vitamin business, he told me he was
not a magic eight ball.

As the nightly word count grew, the cloud usually hanging over me during
the day lifted, and along came an unexpected breeze of humour. The climate
here was nothing related to holy, peaceful, refined joy. It was akin to hilarity.
Lunacy, even. Some might have said it was a bipolar swing from depression to
mania, but [ was having too much fun to bother with that. Everything suddenly
got very funny. Laughter was coming fast, and it came at the expense of my
regular life. It was pure mockery of the sane world, and the absolute cherry on
the cake of it all was that Tom had come along for the ride.

One evening, as we sat eating microwaved beef stroganoff in front of the

television, the evening news cut to a story related to the government’s health
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policy. The segment was being reported from outside the Pamela Youde
Hospital, where I had seen my first psychiatrist. On hearing the location
named, involuntary muscle memory caused me to raise my hands and shout,
‘Woooo! That’s my psych ward!’

We fell about laughing at the memory of the thousands of Christian
conference delegates cheering as their country was called out from the stage, a
memory juxtaposed against the absurdity of where our lives now hung in
limbo.

It had been a tough couple of years for us. Tom and I relished the spell of
comic relief. We lay in bed at night doing impressions of each other, and then
of people we knew. We spent the days trying to come up with one-liners to
unleash when we got home. We changed the lyrics of several worship songs,
far past the point of irreverence, all in the name of cheap kicks. During
meetings at work, we fought bouts of the giggles whenever a co-worker said
anything too spiritual or kooky (something that tends to happen often in a
church office). We wrote down a list of parody taglines for each of our
church’s ministries and cried in hysterics at our own genius, then promised
never to tell anyone we’d done it.

This season was for us alone. Life had gotten too difficult and too serious
in ways we hadn’t yet found words to express. So, instead, we joked. These
post-Jacinta-going-crazy jokes were location jokes (you had to be there) that
we both would have preferred not to have been there for — but, since this was
not an option, we were unanimously all in.

The funny phase was an important milestone in our marriage. It meant that
we had both given up on taking ourselves so seriously. Where we used to

disagree and argue daily, suddenly we were at the end of our strength. It was a
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drop-off, and we were going to plummet, hand in hand, like Thelma and
Louise. We just couldn’t be bothered to keep going round and round in the
same circles, going over and over the same arguments. Instead, we would cut
straight to the chase.

“You suck.’

‘Up yours.’

‘Butthead.’

‘Douchebag.’

‘Arse Munch McDowell.’

‘Ballsack Jones.’

Typical rallies continued until insults were exhausted and then someone
would say, ‘I forgive you, even though you are so unworthy.” The other person
would respond with, “Your mercies are new every morning. Shall we watch
Seinfeld?”’

Things were just more manageable this way.
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21

‘Remember when I used to care about how I looked?’

The sound waves carried my question over the living room to where Tom
was sitting, and he looked up at me. This could be a trick. He would need to
proceed with extreme caution. But he knew he couldn’t hesitate for too long.
He replied well.

“You are beautiful to me, no matter what, Loops.’

“Yah yah yah, right answer, but ’'m not fishing right now. I am sick of
looking as bad as I feel. I’'m like the living dead, only puffier. I need to sort
myself out.’

History had proven that no level of enthusiasm on Tom’s part was
acceptable when tackling this subject. He stayed silent and waited for me to
continue.

‘I don’t even remember the last time I plucked my eyebrows. Look at my
eyebrows! Why didn’t you tell me?’ A question meant that he needed to
respond.

‘I was wondering if maybe you’d lost your tweezers... But [ mean it, you
are fine. I’d really rather you just focus on being mentally stable. Don’t start
thinking you’re going to go on a fast or anything, okay?’

I looked and saw the fear behind my husband’s plea. I had put him through
so much. I wanted to do something nice for him. I wanted to give him the gift
of'a good wife. It had taken me a good long time to get myself into this mess,

and I was smart enough now to know there was no quick fix. Or, perhaps the
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truth was, I had been forced to concede that there was no quick fix, after a
tragic process of elimination. A small step in a better direction was all I would
be able to manage.

I set myself the goal of having nice fingernails. I pulled out my nail polish
collection and got to work. The smells wanted to take me back to my boarding
house room in Perth, but I declined, and would need to do so for some time.
Every day, for the next couple of weeks, I painted nail polish onto the tips of
my fingers, all the while fighting the urge to then shove them down my own
throat. Gradually, the urge lessened. It receded, and allowed me to relax and
take a moment to remember my time in Perth — so much had happened to me
while I lived there, and so much more had happened leading up to now.

One Monday, I painted my nails a soft nude pink. What if I hadn’t said
Cristal’s prayer? What if I had never left Hong Kong? What if my father had
never left Wales? What if Por Por and Kung Kung hadn’t met in Chicago? It
became clear that one small edit to any of the details of my history could have
resulted in significant changes to where I now found myself. But, maybe that
was the case with everything in life? Maybe there wasn’t anything interesting
about that, after all.

I thought about this again on Tuesday, after removing the pink and
choosing the brightest of my reds. Had I been in an optimistic Christian mood,
I would have concluded that life had conspired to get me to the place where
God could make a personal introduction and become a real part of my life. But
I wasn’t in a very optimistic Christian mood — where had that introduction
gotten me?

The next day, I reached for a bottle of blue/grey varnish and shook it until I

heard the little metal balls inside clink. Why would God have orchestrated
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things so I would believe in him so fully, and devote my life to him so entirely,
only then to fade into the background and watch as I made such a spectacular
cock-up of the whole thing? That didn’t feel like the God I thought I’d known.

In the bookstore a few days earlier, I had paused to look at the cover of
Richard Dawkin’s The God Delusion. For a brief moment, I worried that
reading the book could cause me to lose my faith. The absurdity of the thought
hit only seconds later. If I'm afraid of someone else’s opinion, then my faith
was never worth much in the first place. My life had fallen apart, but that was
all on me. I could not pin it on God or try to float the excuse of pretending I
had doubts about his existence. For me to do so would just have been a
different type of ‘God delusion’. I knew I believed in God, but I began to
wonder if I might have kidding myself in other areas. Who was this God I
thought I knew? What did he want? I had made so many assumptions. I knew
many people who did the same thing, and would happily continue to do so.
Maybe, just maybe, we had gotten some bits of it wrong?

I didn’t bother to do my nails on Thursday, and by Friday they were
chipped and needed repainting. By this point, I didn’t want any more colour,
just a coat of clear gloss. I had needed to isolate myself. Away from other
people I finally allowed the questions to come, and found them to be
surprisingly good company. I did not feel alone. The Bible said that, if I
believed in God, he would never leave me, and this was an idea I had not given
up on. I might have liked something more concrete, but it was becoming
apparent that God was not on tap. He could not be conjured by the rub of a
magic lamp, nor summoned by forces of sheer charisma. It had been a very
long time since I felt sure about anything; but, for the first time since slashing

my wrist, [ wondered if this strange new lack of certainty might put new
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emphasis on the idea of faith.

You have a God-shaped hole in your heart, said the clichés from memory’s
pulpits, and they were nearly right. There was definitely something hole-like in
there. There was a pool, a deep cavity somewhere — my soul, maybe. It was
murky, and beneath its surface lurked all sorts of trouble. It held within it
invalidated feelings strong enough to wipe me out; questions so threatening I
dared not set them in words; prayers too perfect to utter. They were all mixed
in together — sometimes stagnant, sometimes agitated, always potentially
irruptive. Somehow, that pool needed to be syphoned.

I could only sit and wait.

Be still, and know that I am God, said the Bible. So that is what I did. I
would sit, wait, be still, and slowly find a way to go on, to know something —
but not with my brain, not with my unreliable mind.

Every day, I painted my nails and then sat, very quietly.

Tom and I had been invited to attend a musical theatre adaptation of Chasing
the Dragon, Jackie Pullinger’s memoir. It had been over a decade since I’d first
heard of her, first saw her in action at Hang Fook Camp with my cousin, Lisal.
Most of our youth group leaders had come through her ministry, and several
people I knew had spent time working with her. I had read her book and
marvelled at her faith, at how she had discovered that prayer alone could help a
heroin addict through the withdrawal process without pain.

The team from St Stephen’s ministry performed a refreshingly light-
hearted but beautiful show. I stayed awake and alert for the whole thing,

despite having sat for two hours in a comfortable seat in a cool, dark theatre,
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still foggy with medication.

After the show, I went home to paint my nails. As I sat quietly, I thought
about Jackie, wondering if the same prayers that got addicts through heroin
withdrawals could help me through my own medication-tapering process. I
then noticed, for the first time, that the breakthrough in Jackie’s work came
only after someone had advised her to spend fifteen minutes each day praying
in tongues. I remembered that my aunty had asked me to pray in tongues every
day, too, and so I wondered if it would do me any harm to try.

My rational voice, that, in recent times, had begun to sound more and more
like my husband, cautioned me against hoping for a magic bullet, and I
reasoned with him: no major harm could come from it. Perhaps Tom needn’t
even know. All I would do was mumble some incomprehensible prayers for a
few minutes after painting my nails. Although Tom took no issue with the idea
of tongues, I was self-conscious and embarrassed by the thought of him
hearing me, so I planned to pray early in the morning when I knew I would
have some privacy.

Every morning, at 6am, I pulled myself out of bed and snuck into the
living room to pray. I was only half awake, but by the end of the fifteen
minutes I felt newly alert and ready to face the day. These morning rendezvous
roused parts of my brain that had lain dormant for months. Suddenly, I found
myself wanting to go to bed early so I could get up early to pray. I wanted to
read the Bible, then write down my thoughts and prayers.

Looks like you 're getting set for another round of religious frenzy, 1 said to
myself at the end of my prayers one morning. I was right to worry; it was
dangerous to feel this alive and excited again. It could take a nasty turn at any

moment. [ needed to put limits on myself: one page’s worth of journaling per
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day, and only as much Bible reading as I could manage on top of the fifteen
minutes of prayer, keeping the entire session to a maximum of thirty minutes.

You 're kidding yourself, you know that, right?

I had read somewhere that you should talk back to the devil when he casts
critical thoughts and doubts into your mind, to displace his lies with God’s
truth. I was no longer buying into this so much. It felt presumptuous, like a
slightly sad form of self-bolstering that I couldn’t afford.

What am I doing, God? 1 asked, five minutes into my fifteen minutes of
prayer the next day. Is this crazy? 1 closed my eyes and continued to pray,
taking deep breaths, filling my lungs and then exhaling, mumbling in an
unknown language. I walked across my living room, opened the window, and
stood praying for a moment longer. Then I flew out of the window, over the
busy streets, over the racetrack and up the hill to Kennedy Road, where my Por

Por and Kung Kung used to live.

The flat was large. It was the penthouse of a building facing out to Victoria
Harbour, offering one of the best views of the annual display of fireworks.
There were a couple of large basins of soil on top of folding tables on the
balcony — there was also a plastic colander and a pair of chopsticks ready for
anyone wanting to have a poke around in the soil. This was my Kung Kung’s
worm farm.

Inside the flat, dark wooden panelling covered every possible surface.
Most of the furniture was built-in. There were cabinets, drawers, sliding doors
and cubbyholes everywhere. Upon entering, we usually walked straight past
the sliding door to the right, not needing to go into the old nurses’ changing

room or the kitchen behind it. The kitchen was mostly used for the mass
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production of jiao zi — Northern Chinese dumplings. Trays and trays of them
would be piled up on each other, waiting to be frozen. There was always a
rather strong smell of spring onions.

Just past the kitchen/changing room door stood a tall reception desk. This
was the point past which Justin and I were never granted passage without the
perfect execution of a gok-gong (bow of respect). The main room was
partitioned by dark blue velvet curtains forming a large waiting area, an eye
test area, an acupuncture area and some cabinets full of medical records. It
could all be packed away and transformed into a dining room, or into a concert
hall for the family orchestra.

A door to the right led into another world within a world. Met with clutter
wedged onto every shelf and piled precariously on every surface, [ was always
unsure of where to settle my eyes. A framed inspirational quote on the wall
reminded us that A/l things are possible. Nothing is impossible. There seemed
no end to the sliding doors coming off every room in the flat. The number of
drawers and cupboards were more than I could count with my eyes, and if I let
my hands reach out, I found compartments within compartments. Upstairs, on
the roof, was another whole apartment, complete with veranda, electric organ,
and cupboards containing things like plastic flowers and boxes of ribbon
samples. Imagine a bag lady with a prime harbour-facing property instead of a
shopping trolley. Every time I visited, I felt both the need and the freedom to
explore to my heart’s content. I would dig around, feeling simultaneously
comforted and overwhelmed.

I flew through the sky that day and landed on the balcony, my bare feet
pressing down onto the cool white tiles and the sesame seeds scattered earlier

for the sparrows. I stood at the door to my Por Por’s room, still quietly
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mumbling my prayers, looking in to see if the mess was still there. I was
relieved to find that it was, exactly where my memory wanted it, even though I
knew the flat had been sold off over a decade earlier.

Then there was movement. I watched as bags of clutter and boxes of
random collections came to life and began to slide about the room. Cupboard
doors opened and things set themselves on shelves; blankets folded up and
placed themselves in drawers; furniture eased across the room, rearranging
itself into calm, logical, tidy, and aesthetically agreeable, configurations.

I stopped praying and the room became inanimate. I started again and the
tidying continued. I flew back to my living room, still praying. So that’s what

you are doing. Then I asked again. But what am I doing, God?

This time, I went inside, inside of me, down into my own pit, where I finally
found the cavity, a lake so large it looked like a sea. I stood at the edge, peered
in and saw only murky waters reflecting back my own frightened face. I knew
that, in the darkness, lurked the beast; I wondered if the darkness was the beast.
I mumbled more prayers, and they spun out of my mouth like silk and spiralled
into a tight coil, a long straw, like a tube from a hospital. One end dipped into
the pool. The other continued to extend upward, above my head. It stretched
and drew itself higher and higher, up, into the atmosphere, out beyond what I
could see or understand. Then, something in the skies took a long, slow sip of
my darkness and I watched as the tide withdrew. I did not feel the need to

question the practice again.
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22

2008

Soon it was April. I was turning 29 and we were having a joint birthday
celebration at The Nest. My dad’s birthday and my own fell just ten days apart.
My parents were now complementing my dad’s chemotherapy with a host of
alternative treatments. Outside of her work, my mother spent most of her time
and energy seeking out a miracle cure to put an end to my dad’s cancer. This
effort included eating the Budwig diet, heavy on flaxseed oil, and something
called quark, that we couldn’t get in Hong Kong so substituted with plain
yogurt. Gentle exercise was undertaken to oxygenate the blood; numerous
natural health supplements, including multivitamins, oils, spirulina and
chitosan, and a derivative of seashells that were meant to draw toxins from the
body; acupressure; finger tapping on meridian points; and a general harnessing
of the power of positive thinking. The diet was highly restrictive, allowing
mainly for organic vegetables and oat groats. It was free from gluten, sugar,
meat and anything processed. Therefore, to celebrate Hob’s seventieth
birthday, my mother lovingly embedded seventy wax candles into a mud pie. A
mud pie.

I thought it would be a good idea to join my parents in their efforts toward
health. It was a show of solidarity, as well as an attempt to better myself. By
now, [ was finally feeling ready to tackle the issue of my fitness, or lack

thereof. I had joined a gym near work and signed on for a summer fitness
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challenge, so the lack of birthday cake was not a problem.

I took public transport to get to The Nest, and then my dad drove us to the
Prince of Wales Hospital in Shatin. Chemo took up the best part of a day. The
first two hours were spent seeing the oncologist and paying for the medicine;
the last four hours were taken up by the chemo itself. I always went prepared
with something to work on, but usually spent the time chatting and taking
catnaps in the unexpectedly comfortable chairs provided. Whenever called
upon, I enjoyed spending a day like this.

This particular visit to the hospital was going to be shorter than usual. It
was Dad’s last chance to see his doctor before leaving for his summer visit to
Oxford, and he was getting the results from his last round of blood tests. The
results were not good. The young oncologist, who had been on the receiving
end of a great deal of impatience from this particular patient, remained calm
and kind as he delivered the news.

‘I do not recommend you pursue alternative treatments,” he said. ‘And I do
not recommend that you go to England this year, Dr Sweeting.’

My father was equally composed. ‘If further chemotherapy is purely
palliative, then I have already made up my mind. I choose to decline it.’

‘I understand,’ said the doctor. ‘If you do choose to go to England, please
be on the lookout for any rashes or yellow colour on your skin.” He offered
many more details and some advice, and then we thanked him and left. Staying
in Hong Kong over the summer was not something my parents would consider.

At the time, I really did not understand what was happening. I had just
witnessed my father turn down all further treatment, which, according to the
doctor, was a fatal decision. I had bought so much into the idea of finding an

alternative cure that [ hadn’t really allowed for the possibility of death.
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I drove us back to The Nest and we chatted. Achilles, my parents’ big
ferocious-looking mutt, had been behaving badly ever since Cassandra had
been put down. She was very old and had broken her leg in such a way that
would be difficult for her to recover from. Achilles howled for her at night. He
had never been trained, and my parents thought he made a better guard dog that
way. He was energetic and highly territorial, and therefore a great deterrent to
anyone who approached our gate. In his excitement, he jumped up and locked
his huge jaws around the nearest forearm. It was an overly enthusiastic, but
friendly, gesture.

My dad wanted to tell me about the nosy neighbour. She had been getting
out of her car (‘which she has now taken it upon herself to park right in front of
our gate!’), when she caught Achilles jJumping up on a man from the gas
company. The man left unscathed, but the neighbour urged him to lodge a
complaint against us as irresponsible pet owners.

‘Can you believe the audacity of the woman?’ My dad had never liked her
much. ‘Achilles was inside our property, and the man entered without being
invited, so I don’t see what case anyone could build against us — he’s a guard
dog, for Christ’s sake.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said. ‘And his nip looks so much worse than it actually
is.

‘If anyone is going to lodge a complaint, it should be us against her, for
trespassing.” My dad loved to get in a huff about things every now and then.

‘When did she trespass?’ Occasionally I thought it was okay to indulge
him.

‘Did you not hear about this? It was over a year ago; she had the nerve to

accuse us of growing marijuana in our back garden! The illegal drug,
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marijuana! She said she had paid us a visit to inspect our tree because she
claims she was worried about falling branches. Can you imagine your mother
or I growing illegal drugs? Well, your mother would be more likely to than I
would, and I suppose she might have suspected it was for medical use... Then
we had to bear the extra cost of calling out a tree doctor to inspect the banyan.
That busybody was saying she thought the whole tree needed to be removed —
no respect for nature or other people’s wishes at all. Thankfully, the tree doctor
said the banyan was in perfect health. It didn’t even need trimming — shows
her.’

‘Yes, but try not to get yourself worked up, okay, Dad? You’ll be enjoying
the peace and quiet of Oxford soon, at least.’

We parked the car, and I walked my dad up the garden steps and said

goodbye.

I went back to Central and threw myself headlong into winning my fitness
challenge. I was delighted to find that the new gym offered Capoeira classes.
The Brazilian martial art was beautiful and something I had wanted to get into,
even making (failed) visa applications for an instructor to work at The Point. I
devoted myself to the group, and then got busy trying to learn the basics of the
Portuguese language. I left the flat at six every morning, exercised for an hour
and a half, showered and dressed, and then went to find a private spot on the
building’s outdoor podium where I could journal, pray and read my Bible for
half an hour before heading to the office.

The pounds were falling off, and I felt mentally alert and at peace. There
were similarities between my current behaviour and that immediately

preceding The Incident, but I was doing all within my power to keep myself in
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check.

Tom and I were getting along well. And it was good that we were on the
same team, because another upheaval was about to happen. We had been
notified that our building on Haven Street was scheduled for demolition, so it
was time to start house hunting again. There was no money to spend on a new
rental deposit, or for a moving van for that matter, but we were hell-bent on not
turning on each other. We had just spent our entire overdraft on flights.
Summer was approaching, and after the regular journey to Sydney for the
conference we would head to Oxford to spend a few quiet weeks at my
parents’ house. We decided to put all of our things in storage until after the

summer, when we could look for a new home.

The 2008 trip to Sydney came at rather an inconvenient time for me — I was
trying to win the fitness challenge and did not want to miss a single workout. I
found a chemist near the hotel and bought a detox kit, so I could rid my body
of toxins as well as any extra weight. I also found a deal on budget pregnancy
tests; there were more than enough of them to last me through the last stage of
my medication taper. As long as I didn’t eat anything too substantial, and was
able to fit in a daily workout, it could still be a great week.
So, instead of attending conference sessions, I snuck off to exercise. I found a
small patch of asphalt tucked away from open view, and there I lost myself in
the joy of calisthenics. I moved to the soundtrack of Capoeira songs in my
head, complete with mental recordings of my teacher’s voice shouting
instructions over the top of the music.

‘Are you going to be disappearing like that all week?” Tom asked when |

finally returned.
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‘I’'m one week away from my weigh-in, and I just have to win it.” |
assumed that would be reason enough. It was the truth, and I was committed to
being truthful now. I just really wanted to win.

‘Please, can you just try to be a little more sociable?’ continued Tom. ‘I
know you don’t love it, but it means a lot to me and I think you could really
enjoy the conference this year.’

‘I’'m only going to the main sessions this year,” I replied. ‘It’s just too
tiring for me. I want to save some energy to work out. I do promise to come to
the main sessions, though. I really like that “Healer” song — did you see the

clips of the live recording?’

Every year, the church released a new album at the conference. Delegates sang
songs from the new release all day, every day. History had proven that, no
matter how we felt about them at the beginning of the week, by the time the
conference was over, the lyrics and melodies would be ingrained in our minds,
intertwined with freshly acquired convictions inspired by what we heard from
the stage. By the week’s end, we were hooked and primed to purchase multiple
copies of the album in an attempt to savour the life-changing experience, as
well as share it with our loved ones. The album would invariably sustain us for
about twelve months, until it was time for the next release. It was an excellent
event, with excellent merchandise.

I liked the music. The fast songs were good exercise fuel. That year, [ was
particularly interested in the album, which featured a song called ‘Healer’,
written and performed by a man fighting his own battle with a rare and
aggressive cancer. The DVD of the live album recording contained a powerful

performance that involved him leading a crowd of thousands whilst wearing
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tubes in his nose, hooked up to a machine to assist with his breathing.

1 believe you're my healer / I believe you are all I need / I believe you 're
my portion / I believe you're more than enough for me / Jesus, you're all I
need... Nothing is impossible for you / You hold the world in your hands...

It was a striking image that I caught snippets of on various flat screens
around the venue all week. I found a clip of the performance online and sent it
to my parents, hoping that God’s healing power would work as an email
attachment. My dad had taken a turn for the worse.

Another DVD clip that I kept catching was an interview with one of the
female worship leaders, talking about her experience of God’s sustaining grace
after the loss of a baby. She played guitar and sang out, All of my life / In every
season / You are still God / I have a reason to sing / I have a reason to
worship...

I was inspired. I wanted to sing these songs. Figuratively and literally. I
had been practising my guitar, and was keen to make some musical progress
after eleven years of singing backing vocals. God’s message to me that year
was clear: Christians could stand firm in faith amidst the toughest trials. He
could sustain us as we faced our challenges. He cared for me, his suffering
child, and in the company of his brave saints I was going to overcome my
battles. I bought the DVD bundle because I needed to study it.

We returned to Hong Kong exhausted from a full week of conference joy.
Most of our earthly possessions were now in storage, and we had just what we
would need for the summer.

I hit the ground running. I needed to go for my weigh-in and to get back to
Capoeira class. Despite my best intentions, though, I left the class feeling

deflated. It was a long session and, try as I did to push myself, I just couldn’t
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find the strength. I excused myself for a bathroom break, where I collapsed
onto a changing bench and called Tom to tell him how tired I was feeling,
trying to stall for as long as possible before returning to the studio to fake my
way through the remainder of the class.

I had finally hit a wall, and this was not something I had ever experienced
before. Apparently, I did have limits. This was a bitter pill for any superwoman
to swallow. I went home to rest and vowed to do better at my next class.

I never made it back to class. That afternoon, I received a phone call from
Jus, who was with our parents in Oxford. Dad was really sick. Tom and I were
not due to join them for another week, but we changed our flights and stuffed
our suitcases.

Before boarding the flight from Hong Kong, I called The Nest to check
with the maid on how everything was. Neighbourly relations had deteriorated
even further just before my parents left for England. The busybody had
engaged Dad in an email battle about her right to park her new car in front of
our gate, and Dad was increasingly annoyed by her accusations about Achilles.

“Yes ma’am, everything is fine with the house, ma’am,’ said Cora, the
maid. I felt horribly embarrassed about being called ‘ma’am’, but she had
ignored my numerous requests for her to use my first name.

‘And is Achilles behaving?’ I sensed there was something she wasn’t
telling me.

‘Ma’am...” She sounded troubled.

‘What is it, Cora?’

‘Ma’am... Achilles has not come home for two weeks.” She said that, the
last time she had seen him, the neighbour was pointing him out to someone

wearing a uniform.
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I knew this was serious. But it was time to get on the plane.

‘Just to prepare you, Dad has a slightly yellowish tinge to him,” my big brother
said, when he met us off the bus at St Clements.

We arrived at our home on Iffley Road and I ran to the living room to see
my father — who had become a completely yellow man — sitting in his favourite
armchair. He was himself, but frail, and very yellow. Spirits were low. He had
seen the local GP, who had given an honest assessment of the situation.

‘Final stage,” my father reported.

It still did not register. Dad had been in stage four — what I had understood
to be the final stage of cancer — for two years now. We chatted and ate our
dinner. Then, one by one, we went to bed.

I woke, jet-lagged, at 3am the next morning. Bored of lying awake in bed
and in need of the toilet, I remembered the pregnancy tests still in my suitcase
from Sydney. Morning pee was the best for test accuracy, and was it just me,
or had it been a long time since I’d last done a test?

I wasn’t going to wake Tom. I would spare him the effort by rolling my
own eyes at myself. How much more money would I waste on these stupid
tests? We aren’t actually trying, remember? 1 peed and balanced the stick on
its box on the back of the toilet, then went to examine my tired self in the
mirror. I didn’t let myself think about babies. I had already made peace with
the idea of not pursuing motherhood, but still found myself a little sad every
time I threw away a negative test.

I washed and dried my hands. Then, as I reached over the toilet to nudge
the test and box into the bin, I realised that there were two little stripes staring

up at me.
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‘Tom!’ I said his name like a swear word.

‘What?’ came his groggy response from the bedroom.

‘I think you had better come in here. I need to show you something.’

He stumbled into the bathroom, rubbing his eyes, and then let them settle
on the thin strip in my hand.

‘Seriously?’

As I nodded, my eyes filled with tears. We were both overjoyed. We had
not been trying for a baby, but neither had we taken any preventative measures.
However, having been married for seven years, a child suddenly felt
completely appropriate. We got dressed and walked into town, and sat in the
24-hour McDonald’s to wait for Boots to open.

‘Just buy one more test,” said Tom. ‘Don’t go crazy, okay? They aren’t
cheap... Do we even know how accurate these things are?’

‘It’s very difficult to get a false positive,’ I said. I had already checked. I
was nervous and twitching, holding my breath until I could see another result.
Only then would I truly admit to myself how terribly much I did, in fact, want
a baby.

Nothing had changed in regards to my feeling undeserving, and I didn’t
want to set myself up for disappointment in case the second test came back
negative. But, try as I could to rein in my thoughts, I found myself swearing
before my husband and my God that, if [ were to become a mother, I would
give everything I had to be a good one. I’d give every ounce of strength I had
in me to shield my child from the harm I was so afraid I could inflict. I would
crawl, tooth and nail, in the opposite direction of the crazy places I had visited,
just to have a shot at being some little person’s mummy.

I could see that Tom was beginning to feel the full weight of what the
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future could hold. He looked very serious. I needed him to control the urge to
give me the reality talk that [ knew was coming my way.

‘Please be happy, Tom,’ I said.

‘Of course I’m happy.” He sounded a little hurt by my doubt.

‘I just mean, I really, really, want this to be real, and I swear to you I am
not going to screw this up. I promise you, I won’t be mental anymore. I’m just
not going to do it. [ am going to be a really good mum. I will learn. I will read
all the books and learn how to be a good mother.’

‘Of course you’ll be a great mother,” he replied. ‘I know you will be, no
matter whether this is real now or when it happens later on.’

‘Do you really think that?’ I said. “You have to say that... but I thought
you thought it was better for us not to have children?’

‘No, I never said that. I said we weren’t ready before, because we weren’t.
But things are much better now and I do actually feel like it might be the right
time soon.’

We sat inside McDonald’s at the window facing the street. I watched
impatiently as the Boots staff shuffled around the inside of the locked shop

opposite us and prepared for opening time. It was surreal.
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Two more tests confirmed I was, indeed, pregnant. We rushed home and tried
to sit patiently, waiting for everyone to gather in the living room.

‘So,” I began, ‘it seems we could all do with some good news.” The
hopelessness filling the house was palpable, but I had everyone’s attention as I
made my happy announcement.

The news lifted everyone’s spirits, and we spent the rest of the morning
talking about babies. My mother listened and chimed in now and then, but I
knew by the absence of her usual squeals and giggles that she was not entirely
present. Her heart was heavy with the burden of finding a cure for my dad. If
only she could find the right thing.

‘What are some nice Welsh names for a baby?’ I asked my dad.

He was the best at this. Despite being so ill, he had named the summer
rental car’s GPS Henry the Navigator, and we all said that was a good name —
but he had not supplied the history lesson that would usually have
accompanied such a christening. He looked tired. He was trying his best to be
upbeat, but he was weary from his battle. I was starting to wonder if my father
would last another nine months in order to get to hold his grandchild.

I hoped he would suggest something good and claim the honour of naming
my first child. But my request was also an attempt to divert attention away
from the other disturbing matter that was weighing on my mind — where was
Achilles?

‘I have always loved the name Myfanwy,” Hob said, thoughtfully.
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Jus, Tom and I erupted. We never hesitated to laugh at things Hob said,
whether or not they were intended to be funny. He never had a problem with it,
either. The ability to see the humour in oneself was a survival skill in our
family, and the greatest lesson he ever taught me.

‘Well, it’s certainly Welsh,” said Tom. ‘My mum would probably like it.’

‘What kind of name is that?’ I laughed. ‘I’ve never heard it before... Is it
even a real name? I don’t think we can call our child a name I can’t spell, and
one that no one in Hong Kong will be able to pronounce!’

For the next couple of days, we pulled together to keep our spirits in check.
We talked, and I dodged questions about how things were back home. We ate
British soul food and watched our favourite English TV shows. Every evening
after Mum had said goodnight to Hob, she and I would go for a walk around
the field near our house, sometimes trespassing onto university grounds to
walk the rugby pitch. We talked and cried. Her tears were not of grief, but of
frustration that she still hadn’t found the miracle cure.

‘If we could just find someone in this country to inject Hob with enough
vitamin C...’

‘Mumma, don’t worry about the vitamin C anymore.’ I spoke as gently as
ever I could.

‘I won’t ever stop looking for a cure, my baby,’ said Mum. ‘I will never
forgive myself if I don’t do everything I can to help your daddy.” She was
trying to explain things to me and, at the same time, I was trying to explain
things to her.

“You’ve done so well already, Mum. Dad’s done so well. But we have to
let him rest now... He can’t swallow any more vitamins, or drink any more

juice. Let’s just let him rest.’

265



‘I know he’s very sick, my baby,’ replied Mum. ‘And I know he needs to
go to heaven one day, but I don’t think it’s his time yet. He just can’t go yet. I
can’t stand the thought of burying him in a wooden box with that awful velvet,
and worms and bugs eating him up. It makes me want to scream.’ She sobbed
and said how good it was that we had the whole field to ourselves so we could

cry as loudly as we wanted to.

The next afternoon, while I was sitting alone with my dad, he said to me,
‘Beeps, was I a good father to you? Did you ever feel I was too distant? Did
you ever feel unsure if I loved you?’

Tears filled his eyes and mine before I had a chance to respond. I sat on a
stool beside his armchair and hugged his arm and cried. I looked up at him and
assured him, the best I could, that I had no regrets about having him as my
father, that I knew he loved me. I held onto his arm and cried with him for a
few minutes more, and then I felt it was the right time to broach a very difficult
subject.

‘Dad, I know Mum and I don’t always get along very well, but I want you
to know that Jus and I will look after her. I can’t promise I will be perfect,
because I won’t be, but I will do my best.’

He was smiling through his tears. ‘I know better than anyone how
infuriating your lovely mother can be, and I do want you to be very good to
her. You just do your very best, alright? Because she is very lovely —
infuriating, but lovely. And you can be rather fierce yourself.’

‘I know, Dad.” I was ashamed of a lifetime’s worth of mouthing off to my
parents, and was regretting every harsh word I’d ever spoken to either of them.

‘I don’t think she understands that I can’t swallow any more of those
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bloody pills,” he went on. ‘There are just too many of them, and too many
times a day. If it means so much to her, I’ll force myself. But I’'m finding it
very unpleasant, even painful.’

‘Don’t worry, Dad,” I replied. “We’ve talked to her about that and she says
she won’t ask you to take any more of them... but there is one thing she’s
worrying about.’

‘What’s that?’

There really wasn’t any way I could say it without just saying it. ‘She
doesn’t want you to be buried in a coffin for worms to eat you up.’

He chuckled again. ‘You tell her that I want a cremation, then. It really
doesn’t matter to me.’

We hugged and cried together. After that afternoon, he spent all of his time

sleeping upstairs.

Nurses visited twice a day and showed us how to give him small sips of water
with something that looked like a big cotton bud. In quieter moments, Jus and I
took turns searching the internet for advice. None of us knew what to do. We
found a list, The 5 Things a Dying Person Needs to Know. This was the most
helpful discovery, and it became something solid for us to hold at a time when
nothing in the world felt sure. Hob needed to hear that he would be missed, he
would be remembered, he had been forgiven, that we would all be taken care
of, and that he was released to go in peace.

I found the phone number for the Oxford Crematorium. A sympathetic
voice answered, and I choked on a lump in my throat. I could just about handle
the situation, but only if I did not have to say the words out loud. I hung up the

phone.
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On Dad’s last day, the family gathered and sat on the floor at the end of his
bed playing a board game, believing that, although he was no longer conscious,
he would hear happy sounds and know we were there for him. The day turned
to dusk, and my mother found the strength to give my father her blessing to go.

A few hours later, we gathered around his bed, and one by one we said
goodbye. As he released his last breath, we could see the hint of a smile on his
eyelids.

Loud sobbing emerged from the depths of my mother, as if rising from
another world. This would be the third time her tears shook me to the core. I
had never seen her look so beautiful in all my life. As our tears came, the night
nurse moved forward to cover Hob with a sheet and tell us what to do.

The doctor soon arrived to certify the death. It was a process we all wanted
to watch very closely. We had each witnessed his passing, but it was very hard
to believe the body on the bed was not going to change its mind and draw
another breath. He looked surreal. It was him, our most beloved man, and yet
the part of him we loved most had gone; only his shell remained. How could
the passing of a few minutes change my father, my mother’s soulmate, into
nothing more than a corpse?

Once the death was official, my mother, my brother and I went and stood
on the balcony to look up at the stars.

‘Goodbye, my Hob,’ called my mother into the night sky.

An hour later, his body was driven away into a silent night, in the back of
the undertaker’s black van.

‘Goodbye, Dad,” whispered Jus and 1.

Mum and I slept in the guest room that night, because the master bedroom

needed a break after the miracle it had just been through. Tom volunteered to
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sleep on the sofa and Justin went to his own room. Jus and Tom had suddenly
become the men of the house, and they knew they needed to be brave. Mum
and I had unexpectedly become a little scared of the idea of ghosts, and
wrestled with the question of whether Hob had actually left or not.

‘Don’t you come back and haunt us now, Hob,” instructed my mother as
we turned in. “You just go on your way, now.’

The next morning, I threw out all the bedding. None of it was soiled, but I
felt it was the right thing to do. Mum said it was a waste, but didn’t press the
matter. She went back upstairs and got into her side of the big bed, where she
would spend the next five days. She existed on a steady supply of coffee that
my brother’s girlfriend brought up to her — none of us had ever seen her drink
coffee before.

She typed fervently on her laptop. She had always been the most dedicated
and entertaining communicator in her extended Chinese family network,
scattered all over the globe, and now she simply needed to tell and retell, and
retell, the events to everyone on her list. She spent the next several weeks
typing out emails to personally explain things to everyone she knew. This was
her way of coming to terms with what had happened.

I kept checking my emails, all but convinced I would soon receive a note
from Hob, letting us know, in his normal wordy style, that he had arrived
safely at his destination. The fact that no email came was much harder to
accept than the arrival of the imagined email would have been.

An intimate funeral service was held a few days after his death. As we left
the room, my brother played a recording of Ella Fitzgerald singing the song
Hob had told him he would like at his funeral: ‘Into Each Life Some Rain Must

Fall’.
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Once back in Hong Kong, Tom and [ were homeless, so we were immediately
available to keep my mother company in The Nest. When we arrived, I had no
choice but to tell my mother about Achilles’ abduction, and the neighbour’s
involvement. We knew that my dad, had he been there, would have blown his
top over this. We also knew that, had he been there, my mother would have
been the only one able to calm him down. What we did not know was how my
mother would handle the information on her own.

‘That evil bitch!” she shouted. ‘I know she’s at the bottom of this. I have
no doubt! I am going to tell her exactly what I think of her. I am going to report
her to the authorities — no, better yet, I am going to cast a spell on her and she
is going to be very sorry. How dare she tamper with an animal’s life? Hob is
not going to let her get away with this!’

My mum was going to take about twelve months to recover from the
immediate shock of losing my dad. This came as no surprise to us: half of her
soul had been torn away. She continued to work, and to exist more or less
functionally. She had moments of disorientation, like forgetting how to sign for
a credit card payment, or how to use her mobile phone, and these moments
served us as reminders of just how much she had lost. She verbally processed
her feelings to anyone who cared to listen, usually leaving them in tears. She
cried freely with others, but would don her huge, bejewelled sunglasses when
she walked through the crowded city streets if she wanted to cry alone.

‘No man will ever come close to what your daddy was to me,’ she said.
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‘He filled me in such a way that I will never, ever need the love of a man
again. He was my world. He was a great wizard, and now his magic has
entered all of us.’

That first night home, after we had arrived at The Nest, Tom and I lay in
bed chatting through our jet lag.

‘I can’t believe she called her a bitch!” I mused. ‘She’s not usually much of
a cusser.’

‘It was pretty crazy,” said Tom. ‘I’ve not seen her mad like that before...
It’s so strange to be back in this house again, with your dad not upstairs on his
computer.” Technology and sports were the two major common interests Tom
and my dad had shared. ‘I just can’t believe he’s gone. I keep thinking he’ll
just come down the stairs and turn the TV on or something.’

‘I just want to see him again,’ I said. ‘I don’t know how I’m ever going to
get over this. It’s the strangest thing. Where is he? Where is my dad?’ I
allowed a fresh stream of tears to flow. ‘I can’t wrap my head around the fact
that I could spend the rest of my life searching the whole planet and never find
him. I just want to know where he is.’

‘I wish I knew, Loops. It’s life’s biggest mystery.’

‘I feel like the whole world has changed, and we’re the only ones who
really know why.’

“Things are definitely going to be different now,” Tom said. ‘It’s good that
he doesn’t have to suffer anymore, and I promise I am going to look after you.
Before he died, I told him I would help your mum with her computer, and he
liked that. It’s early days still, but I promise you will be okay. We’ve got a
little baby to start thinking about, as well. I know you’re going to be a very

good mother.’
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I tried to smile. ‘I read that my emotions can affect the baby’s
development. I’'m going to have to wait till after it’s born before I can mourn. I
wish I could be depressed for a while, but I’'m not going to let myself because |
have to think of the baby. I’'m going to try really hard to be positive, but I need
you to know it’s not because I’'m not sad about my dad.’

‘I don’t think you need worry about that too much, okay?’ he replied. ‘Just
try to get some rest and let things happen naturally. We’re all sad about your
dad, and happy about the baby. It’s bittersweet. Don’t worry about things,
okay?’

Tom and I sat up in bed for hours, just marvelling at all that had happened,
and speculating on what was to come. Eventually, I started to nod off. Tom
was still wide awake, so he pulled out his laptop.

‘Oh no,” he exhaled. I knew by his tone that something important had
happened, and I gave a tired grunt so he would go on. ‘The guy who wrote the
song “Healer”. He’s...’

‘He’s died?’ I asked, realising immediately that it was too obvious a guess.

‘Nope.’

The news had just broken. The songwriter had just confessed to lying
about his illness. He had faked the whole thing. It was a hoax. He did not have
cancer. He’d tricked everybody. He had lied to his wife, asking her to leave
him at the hospital entrance for chemo sessions, telling her he needed to face
his battle alone. He had lied to his church, and to the tens of thousands who
had cried for him, prayed for him, bought his CD, and made donations toward
his treatment. It was an interesting situation, some might have said scandalous,
but in the moment I found consolation in the fact that all over the world, even

within what I had thought of as a perfect church, people were dealing with their
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own special problems. Who was I to judge? Another set of assumptions
crumbled away. We lay awake for another hour trying to make sense of it.
‘I feel like the whole world is falling apart,’ I said.
‘It is pretty crazy...’ said Tom. ‘And in other news, there’s a really big
typhoon heading straight for Hong Kong. Could be a T9!”

‘End of the world,’ I said, and then rolled over and went to sleep.

Typhoon Nuri was an extremely rare T9 tropical cyclone that hit in the early
hours of the morning. Our world was in turmoil. However, due to jet lag and
emotional exhaustion, we all slept in. I woke again at about 10am, worrying
about Achilles, who we would normally let into the kitchen during bad
weather. At least I was relieved of the burden of ever having to tell my father
about the dog’s disappearance. I crept out of the bedroom so as not to wake
Tom, or my mum, who was still asleep upstairs.

My attempts at being quiet were dramatically thwarted by a blinding flash
of lightning, closely followed by an almighty crack of thunder, and then by an
even bigger crash. The world was indeed coming to an end. I waited for a
moment, half expecting the house to collapse on top of us.

I steadied myself and then rushed towards the glass front of the house,
wondering if a tree branch had fallen onto the garden steps — the only pruning
that ever took place in my parents’ garden was done by Mother Nature herself.
As I got closer to the glass, daylight smacked me in the face like never before.

The giant banyan tree, that had previously blocked most of the natural light
from the front of our home, was gone. I crept closer to the window and saw
that it had toppled, roots and all, out of our sloping front garden. It was

enormous. Its trunk alone stretched beyond the width of our property. In the
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face of real dread, I stepped outside to check how much damage it had caused
our front neighbours — the nice neighbours, the ones my parents liked. Their
house sat directly in front of ours, and I knew that the force of the giant tree
falling from our property onto theirs would leave us liable for thousands, if not
millions, of dollars in repairs.

It was raining hard, fat raindrops, and the air was full of falling leaves and
tension. I peered down from the top of our slope and found, to my utter
astonishment, that the enormous tree had somehow completely missed our
neighbours’ house. It was as if it had fallen around a corner, to the left, onto
what would have been an empty footpath... Had this footpath been empty, then
the tree would not have caused a cent’s worth of damage; the tree hadn’t so
much as dented our garden fence. But the footpath had not been empty for
some months.

The neighbour to our right, the one my father despised, and my mother was
now calling an evil bitch, had taken to the idea of using the footpath as her
parking space. She had bought herself a new luxury car, and argued that, since
it was too precious to be left parked further down the path, where we parked
our car, she would instead use the space beside our fence as her own personal
parking spot.

I stood for a moment longer in the rain and stormy weather, trying to make
sense of what I was looking at. Bright daylight in my eyes, an empty space
where the giant banyan had once stood, the enormity of the tree now magnified
as it lay on its side — and, finally, the crushed luxury car, only just visible
beneath it. The car was a complete write-off. For a split second I smiled at the
thought that justice had been served from heaven, but I quickly tutted to

myself, knowing it was not a very Christian thought. My dad would have
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gently pointed that out to me had he been there. But he wasn’t.

I allowed myself to ponder, if, perhaps, Hob’s ghost had pushed the tree. It
had fallen at a very strange angle, and there was no visible damage to the tree
itself. It was as if the roots had simply released their grip on a whim. I
surveyed the surrounding area, and noticed the arrangement of the tiny ceramic
pots containing my mother’s most recent batch of fern clippings. There they
stood, in perfect formation where the base of the banyan had been, each one of
them sitting perfectly at ease in its designated spot around the base of the tree,
and on alternate steps leading down to the garden gate.

Hob knew about Achilles, and he pushed the tree over and left the little
pots standing to prove it.

In her state of utter grief, Goss proclaimed that Hob, my great wizard of a
father, would be taking care of us from heaven — another Heavenly Father —
and that we need not ever worry. Unsure of just how many theological fallacies
were at play, I decided to just agree with her — God would forgive me, anyway.

It had been some time since I had last prayed. I had been giving God the
silent treatment. If life and death were in his hands, then my dad’s death was
his responsibility — God had let my dad die. I wasn’t mad; my own belief
system didn’t really allow for that. His ways were higher than mine, and he
loved me, and he loved my dad, more than I could possibly know. So, with all
that in mind, we were left with only a new and awkward kind of silence. What
was there to say?

Why did you take my daddy away from me, God? 1 finally allowed my
heart to whisper the question as I walked through the shopping mall a week or
so later.

1 am sorry for your loss, came the God-voice response from the depths of
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my aching soul. / cannot change that I had to take him from you. But forgive
me, and let me try to make it up to you.

None of us ever spoke to our busybody neighbour again. My mum did
speak with the nice neighbour in front, though. On the trust of a handshake,
Mum sold The Nest to her exactly one week before Lehman Brothers brought
the world’s economy crashing down. We were going to sell high and buy low.
The old had gone and it was time for a new season. Property prices fell, and
our family was ready to move.

Tom and I went for an ultrasound scan and were told to expect a healthy
baby girl. My mother presented me with a contraption that made thumping
sounds, to strap to my growing belly for one hour, twice a day. This, she
explained, would stimulate the growth of the foetus’s brain.

‘Our new baby will be a little prodigy,’ she said. ‘A tiny little superwoman
Itch, like her mummy!’

My mother was still in the depths of mourning, but I took her interest in
my pregnancy as a good sign — she would eventually be herself again.

“There is no point playing classical music to the baby,” she added. ‘Some
people do, but there’s no point because the baby is in liquid. The sounds would
be too murky. These rhythms are much more effective, very good for infant
intelligence...’

I rolled my eyes at her and complied. There was no harm to be done by it,
anyway. The only question I could foresee would be just how much credit to
give the thumping device when my daughter’s genius would, in years to come,
be officially declared.

I endured the thumper’s rhythms at varying tempos as the weeks and

months ticked by.
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One week before the baby’s due date, the church band was given the
opportunity to be the supporting band at a Delirious concert, one of the biggest
names on the Christian music scene. They had taken contemporary Christian
music to a new level, and provided the soundtrack to the formative years of
faith for many of us. After ten years on the road, they were going to retire —
this was their final world tour, and a once in a lifetime chance for Tom to share
the stage with his heroes.

‘Keep your legs crossed!” Tom said as he left our flat to head to the venue
for the soundcheck on the day of the event.

I pottered around our new home, cleaning and setting up the nursery while
I waited until it was time for me to leave. The night was a huge success, and an
incredibly special milestone for our band. Tom and I fell into our freshly made
bed at three in the morning.

‘I am so happy, I could just die now,” Tom said and then fell asleep.

At 8am the contractions started. By noon, we were on our way to the
hospital. At about four in the afternoon, the pain was so intense I felt sure that
God was testing my faith, and wanted me to pray out loud before he would
take the pain away.

‘Jesus, please!’ I groaned. ‘I love you, God, please help me, in Jesus’
name! I’ll even pray in tongues out loud if you want me to!’

The pain grew worse and my prayers evolved into loud profanity. The
nurses looked at each other knowingly and muffled their smirks, while the rest
of the maternity ward just got on with breathing through their contractions
quietly, clearly not experiencing anything close to the pain that I was in. When

the anaesthesiologist had finished his torturously long list of epidural-related
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disclaimers, he held out a form for me to sign. I was writhing in pain and could
hardly see the A4 sheet he held in front of me.

‘Don’t worry if you can’t make a whole signature, just make a mark,” he
said.

I stabbed the pen through the paper into his hand so hard he squeaked and
retreated as fast as he could.

Just before midnight, our baby girl was born. We named her Layla Belle,

the beauty of the night. A perfect thing that came out of a dark time.

The good news kept on coming. My brother Justin proposed to his
girlfriend, Meg, and a year later we all sat as a family on the other side of the
world, in a field with lush green grass somewhere in Philadelphia, where the
wedding was held. We watched in awe as Layla took her first tentative steps.
We remembered Hob and marvelled at how far we all had come. Cancer,
death, pregnancy, life, marriage, travel, property, realising dreams, and giving
birth to new ones. We marvelled at how full life was, and how full it was likely
to continue to be.

“Your father was a great wizard,” said my mother, as she was in the habit
of saying every now and then.

None of us felt any need to confirm or challenge her statements. My
mother, [ was finally coming to accept, would never be straightforward by any
normal standard. I reserved the right to dismiss her magical thinking — a lot of
it did sound crazy — but I was now beginning to suspect that, to do so, would be
to my own detriment. I pulled at the grass and pressed my fingertips into the
cool, damp earth. There was solid ground within the mystery, firm reality

recognisable only through magic.
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And besides, as Tom often reminded me, no one is normal.

‘How could he have missed all this?” Mum started to cry.

‘He hasn’t missed it, Mum,’ Jus said. ‘His spirit is in us. He’s here.’

“Yes, he’s here, my darlings. He is in heaven and he is also here,” she said
and pulled us to her. ‘He looks after us. He’s given us each other. He’s given
us everything we need.’

I leant forward to reach out a hand for my perfect and wobbly daughter.
She took it and steadied herself, not knowing how little her mother knew of
life. She released her grip and toddled on again. For that moment, I had done
what I needed to do. Perhaps if I just continue to do this, one moment at a time,
things will work out alright. This is what I told myself, and this would have to

do. Not the words I would have chosen, but there you go. This is not the end.
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Part 2

Religious Memoir in a Secular Age
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1. Introduction

The genre of memoir is both notorious and popular for public revelation of
deeply private experiences. Since The Confessions of Saint Augustine at the
end of the fourth century, memoir has expanded to include personal narratives
containing subject matter that now ranges in scope far beyond that of its
originator. The aim of this study is to demonstrate the relevance of Saint
Augustine’s Confessions to contemporary literary memoir, in light of the
genre’s progression.

The wide scope and varied providence of memoir today reflects one of the
genre’s central characteristics, its invitational stance — it is a genre that invites
people to write about their lives. British novelist and memoirist Martin Amis
notes, ‘We live in an age of mass loquacity. We are all writing it or at any rate
talking about it: the memoir, the apologia, the C.V., the cri de Coeur.”" “This is
the age of memoir,” states William Zinsser, in 1998, ‘never have personal
narratives gushed so profusely [...] Everyone has a story to tell, and everyone
is telling it.”?

The proliferation and diversification of memoir is demonstrated by the
very existence of such subgenres, occasionally informally named, as follows:
“Nobody Memoir’® by an author who is not otherwise famous (Stop Time by
Frank Conroy); ‘Some Body Memoir’* about physical themes like disabilities
or illnesses (Autobiography of a Face by Lucy Grealy); ‘ Autothanography’”

about the author’s own death (When Breathe Becomes Air by Paul Kalanithi);

! Amis, Martin, Experience (London: Vintage, 2001), 6.

? Zinsser, William, Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, Rev. and expanded edn., 1st
Mariner books edn. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998), 3.

? Couser, G. Thomas, Memoir: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), Digital location
2566.

* Ibid., Digital location 2593.

% [Accessed 12 March 2017], <https://quizlet.com/116843347/sub-genres-of-memoir-flash-cards/>.
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the ‘Femoir’®, written by a female comedian (The Girl With the Lower Back
Tattoo by Amy Schumer); and ‘Stunt’’ or ‘Shtick’ memoirs,® when the author
meets a self-imposed challenge (Self-Made Man: One Woman’s Journey Into
Manhood and Back Again by Norah Vincent). Although memoir has
undergone diversification, the crux of the genre remains unchanged. It is a
quest for self-discovery.

Saint Augustine is a significant figure in the history of memoir.” Ben
Yagoda likens him to ‘a lone literary skyscraper in a vast flat medieval
landscape.”'® He was not the first to write about his own life. Others, including
Plato, Saint Paul, Cicero, and Julius Caesar did so before him, but not in the
form of memoir. Plato wrote for the purpose of esoteric philosophical
education;11 Saint Paul wrote to introduce himself to the Romans before
visiting to give his first-hand account of Jesus;'* Cicero wrote private
correspondence, most likely without a notion of future publication;'® and
Caesar wrote The Gallic Wars, in third person, to assert his position and
impress everyone, from members of the political arena to urban citizens.'* In
The Language of Autobiography, John Sturrock writes, ‘True narrative

autobiography begins indeed with the Confessions of Augustine, an

6 [Accessed 12 March 2017], < http://hazlitt.net/longreads/rise-femoir>.

"[Accessed 12 March 2017], < http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-gimmick-books5-
2009sep05-story.html>.

8 [Accessed 12 March 2017], < https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-0-7868-6423-2>.

Becker, Adam H., ‘Augustine’s Confessions,” in DiBattista, Maria, and Emily Ondine Wittman, eds.,
The Cambridge Companion to Autobiography, Cambridge Companions to Literature (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 33.

1 Yagoda, Ben, Memoir: A History (New York: Riverhead Books, 2010), 32.

! Solere, J.-L. ‘Why Did Plato Write?’ Edited by John A. Draper, Orality, Literacy, and Colonialism in
Antiquity, no. 47 (2004), 86.

12 peterson, Eugene H., The Message, Remix: The Bible in Contemporary Language, (Colorado Springs,
CO: NavPress Pub. Group, THINK Books, 2006), 1643.

13 Bailey, Shackleton, ed. Cicero: Letters to Friends. Vol. 1. (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press, 2001), 1.

14 <Caesar’s Gallic War — Livius,” <http://www.livius.org/sources/about/caesar-s-gallic-war/>, [Accessed
June 13, 2017], para. 5 of 19.
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unprecedented work of introspection [...] by the extraordinary coherence of its
structure, his may serve as the paradigm of all autobiographical stories.’"

Although disagreement over generic classification serves only to distract,
there is a case to be made in light of updated terminology. The Confessions is
the world’s first memoir — rather than autobiography — because the feature that
distinguishes it from other examples of self-life writing is memoir’s central
function: it is the quest to make sense of a life, through self-discovery, in
written form.'® The central function of autobiography, on the other hand, is to
record the achievements of its author. Daniel Mendelsohn writes:

Augustine was the first Western author to make the accomplishment
[formally documented in the autobiographies of accomplished men] an
invisible, internal one, and the journey to salvation a spiritual one. The
arc from utter abjection to improbable redemption, at once deeply
personal and appealingly universal, is one that writers have returned to—
and readers have been insatiable for—ever since. Augustine of Hippo

bequeathed to Augusten Burroughs more than just a name. '’

The majority of contemporary literary memoir is confessional in the sense
of revealing an intimate narrative, and frequently does contain conversions of
sorts, but is very rarely consciously religious. This is unsurprising, given the
general shift towards the secularisation of society in the West. However, it is
also disappointing to any reader who agrees with T.S. Eliot on the subject,
“The last thing I would wish for would be the existence of two literatures, one
for Christian consumption and the other for the pagan world.’'® In this study, I

argue that many of the religious techniques employed by Augustine laid down

15 Sturrock, John, The Language of Autobiography: Studies in the First Person Singular (Cambridge ;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 20.
' Couser, Memoir, Digital location 2986.
17 Mendelsohn, Daniel, ‘But Enough About Me’, The New Yorker,
<http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/01/25/but-enough-about-me-2>, [Accessed March 27,
2017], para. 7 of 40.
'8 Eliot, T.S., ‘Religion and Literature’, in Ryken, Leland (Ed.), The Christian Imagination: The Practice
of Faith in Literature and Writing (Random House LLC, 2011), 206.
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patterns of literary practice that persist even in contemporary memoir that does
not acknowledge any religious affiliation at all. In many instances, secular
memoir resembles Augustine’s Confessions more closely than religious
memoir does. The question raised is how perspectives, formed within
Augustine’s religious belief, travelled to writers beyond it. Observations of the
similarities and differences between the Confessions and predominantly secular
contemporary memoir can inform authors who wish to do the reverse: write on
faith-related subjects for readers beyond the religious audience.

A twenty-first century memoirist, wishing to address a general readership
with a religious narrative, faces a sizeable challenge. We currently live in what
Charles Taylor calls ‘A Secular Age’," one in which religion is not a popular
subject in memoir. Not one of the five Pulitzer Prize-winning memoirs,*’ nor
any memoir that won the National Book Award,*' or National Book Critics
Circle Award,* can be described as a religious conversion narrative. Religious
memoir is usually aimed at a self-selecting — and, therefore, limited —
readership. Both sides of the sacred/secular divide bear responsibility for this.
The church has been known at times to promote this separation with ideas
about holiness and being ‘set apart’,” while certain bible verses** have been
taken from their context and, when interpreted to fundamentalist extremes,
given as reason for Christians to disengage from popular culture. Equally,

influential atheists have contributed to the growing hostility and indifference

' Taylor, Charles, 4 Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007),
1.

[ Accessed 21 July 2017], <http://www.pulitzer.org/prize-winners-by-category/223>.

2! TAccessed 21 July 2017], <http://www.nationalbook.org/nba2017 html>.

2 [Accessed 21 July 2017], <http://bookeritics.org/awards>.

 Being ‘set apart’ is a theme that is often emphasised in contemporary Evangelical and Pentecostal
Christianity. Popular Worship songs such as Refiner’s Fire by Brian Doerkson and Set Apart by Worship
Central contain this theme.

# Such as 1 John 2:15 [Do Not Love the World] Do not love the world or the things in the world. If
anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” English Standard Version Anglicised
ESVUK.
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toward religion. Christopher Hitchens says Christianity is a “primitive doctrine’
involving ‘scapegoating’,” and Richard Dawkins claims the doctrine of
atonement is ‘vicious, sado-masochistic and repellent’.*® According to James
K.A. Smith, Taylor’s secular age is not one in which people are seeking
answers in places formally occupied by religion; it is an age in which most
people are no longer even asking those types of questions at all.”” Theologian
David Jasper writes, ‘We seem to have reached a sort of stand-off between
truth and fiction, and between the Bible and the rest of literature.”*®

Art censored and designed solely around the moral preferences of
Christians™ is unlikely to succeed in reaching wider audiences, or what
Evangelical church terminology calls ‘the world’.** Annie Dillard, explaining
why art tailored around Christian morality does not appeal to most people in
this secular age, states, ‘People like the world... When the arts abandon the
world as their subject matter, people abandon the arts.”*' Richard Terrell
criticises the Left Behind series, an example of best-selling, but overly
innocent, contemporary Christian fiction, for the author’s failure to deal with
the topic of sex: “This kind of narrative seems to be guided by avoidance,
indeed a gnostic heretical fear of physical reality and normal human desire.”*

Terrell observes, ‘...it is no wonder that many talented and creative artists are

3 Copson, Andrew, ed., The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Humanism (Hoboken: Wiley, 2015), 381.

26 Dawkins, Richard, The God Delusion (London: Black Swan, 2007), 287.

%7 Smith, James K. A., How (not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 1.

% Jasper, David, and Allen Smith, eds. Between Truth & Fiction: A Reader in Literature and Christian
Theology (London: SCM Press, 2010), 5.

¥ For example, pious love (Matthew 22:37); goodness (Philippians 4:8); sexual purity (1 Corinthians
6:18); marital fidelity (Proverbs 6:32).

% In Evangelical Christian terminology, Christians are said to be ‘in the world, but not of it’. It is in
reference to a verse from John 17:14-15, ‘"1 have given them your word, and the world has hated them
because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. **I do not ask that you take them out of
the world, but that you keep them from the evil one. ESVUK.

*! Dillard, Annie, ‘Living By Fiction’, in Ryken, Leland, The Christian Imagination: The Practice of
Faith in Literature and Writing (Colorado Springs, CO: Random House LLC, 2011), 281.

32 Terrell, Richard, ‘Christian Fiction: Piety is not enough’, in The Christian Imagination, 249.
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careful to avoid the “Christian” label for their work.”>> This cultural division —
in which the Evangelical church considers dealing openly with issues like sex
improper, and where general audiences might consider Christian literature
inhibited — offers some explanation for the lack of investigation into the
genre’s origins by contemporary practitioners.

Theorists have studied The Confessions of Saint Augustine from the
perspective of a variety of disciplines. However, while it is common for
histories of memoir to credit this account of religious conversion as the
beginning of the genre,* little exploration of the implications for contemporary
memoir has taken place from the perspective of the creative writing
community. It appears that, so far, practitioners have declined the prospect of
studying Augustine’s memoir in greater depth. To continue to neglect this area
of study is not only to miss a valuable opportunity to learn about the internal
reckoning of someone in the fourth century, but it is to persist in reading the
history of memoir without an appreciation of the continuities between
Augustine’s Confessions and contemporary memoir.

In Memoir: A History, Ben Yagoda calls the Confessions ‘the inescapable
example,”> observing that ‘the procession’ of Augustine’s storytelling leads to
the book’s climatic scene where the author chooses a life of chastity.’® Yagoda,
however, moves on without further elaboration, as he has several more

centuries of the history of memoir to cover. In When Memory Speaks, Jill Ker

33 Terrell, The Christian Imagination, 249.

 Claxton, Eve, ed., The World’s Best Memoir Writing: The Literature of Life from St. Augustine to
Gandhi, and from Pablo Picasso to Nelson Mandela (Naperville, I1I: Sourcebooks, 2007).

Yagoda, Ben, Memoir: A History, 15.

Couser, G. Thomas, Memoir: An Introduction, Digital location 672.

Conway, Jill K., When Memory Speaks: Reflections on Autobiography, 1. Vintage Books edn (New York:
Vintage, 1999), 7.

‘But Enough About Me’, The New Yorker, <http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/01/25/but-
enough-about-me-2>, [Accessed March 27, 2017], para. 7 of 40.

3 Yagoda, Ben, Memoir, 32.

% Ibid., 33.
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Conway writes that Augustine’s rhetoric shows readers that ‘his inner struggle
has ramifications which reach beyond him to the boundaries of his fourth-
century world’,”” yet Conway moves swiftly on to discuss Rousseau. Mary
Karr includes the Confessions in her list of required reading in The Art of
Memoir,”® but makes no serious mention of Augustine in the text, beyond a
quotation at the beginning of Chapter 15.%° Thomas Larson does not discuss
Augustine at all in The Memoir and the Memoirist,” and neither do any of the
nine memoirists in Inventing the Truth.”' ITn Memoir: An Introduction, G.
Thomas Couser gives comparatively more attention to Augustine, but limits the
discussion to a brief example of the subgenres of confession and conversion.*
Why do memoir’s representatives decline the opportunity for deeper
investigation into the particulars of memoir’s origins? In the examples above,
the amount of attention given to Augustine’s Confessions is limited by the
nature of the projects. Mendelsohn’s article is a defence of the genre against
accusations of egotism, and he cites Augustine to that end. Yagoda’s book is a
history of the entire genre, in which more than a passing mention of Augustine
would be impractical. While Conway and Couser do discuss Augustine, they
treat him as a relatively minor element in a wider discussion. Of course, no
memoirist is obliged to study the Confessions in any more depth than has
already been done, and substantial investigation has been done relating to the
Confessions to the genre of autobiography,” but I am proposing to relocate

Saint Augustine as the central figure and originator of the genre of memoir.

7 Conway, Jill K., When Memory Speaks, 7.

¥ Karr, Mary, Art of Memoir (New York: Harper Perennial, 2016), 221.

* Ibid., 147.

“ Larson, Thomas, The Memoir and the Memoirist: Reading and Writing Personal Narrative (Athens,
Ohio: Swallow Press/Ohio University Press, 2007).

4! Baker, Russell, and William Zinsser, eds., Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir., Rev. and
expanded edn, 1st Mariner books edn (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998).

42 Couser, Memoir: An Introduction, Digital location 671.

“ The difference between memoir and autobiography is further discussed in the following section.
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The genre is no longer obviously associated with, or limited by, its origin
in religious narrative. Some aspects of memoir appear to have changed
significantly since ancient history, whereas other aspects appear unchanged.
Contemporary memoir does much the same work as it originally did in some
respects — it allows the written expression of the author’s life, significantly
ordered. It does this through the disclosure of the memoirist’s intimate internal
reckonings, whilst giving readers varying levels of indication regarding the
organising principle(s) around which the life becomes ordered. Some aspects
of contemporary memoir, however, have travelled a very long way from the
genre’s origins. This is because contemporary memoirists, even as they grapple
with similar problems of self-discovery, tend to arrive at conclusions that are
not overtly religious. In his brief section on Augustine, Couser observes that,
‘like conversion narrative, confession has been adapted to secular contexts and
aims.”**

To dismiss the need to investigate memoir’s origins solely on the grounds
that the Confessions is religious, is to ignore the fact that much of what
Augustine did continues to be done today. Alain De Botton is a prominent
atheist who supports the idea that religion can offer something of value even to
the non-believer: ‘The error of modern atheism has been to overlook how
many aspects of the faiths remain relevant even after their central tenets have
been dismissed.”* Here, De Botton demonstrates the ability to
compartmentalise exploration of doctrinal teachings, with adherence to them,

and validates Tolstoy’s theory of art, in which Tolstoy observes that art in all

* Couser, Memoir, Digital location 671.
* De Botton, Religion for Atheists, 13.
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of its forms reflects the cultural and religious spirit of the times in which it is
produced.*

Religious memoir that has not adapted to its secular context exists in a
genre separate from wider literary memoir, and this separation indicates a
failure on the part of authors who aspire to represent their faith in a wider
conversation. If an author approaches their audience with an evangelistic
agenda, or if they use terminology unfamiliar to secular audiences, some
readers will be alienated rather than drawn into conversation. When Robert M.
Hutchins calls literature ‘The Great Conversation’,"’ he refers to the exchange
of ideas that can happen between authors and readers spanning subjects and
history. G.K. Chesterton writes, ‘The essential things in men are the things
they hold in common, not the things they hold separately.’*® This is where the
notion of expressing Christian holiness, being set apart, is at odds with the
objective of forming connections through the sharing of stories.

A literary memoir, when written by an author who happens to be a
Christian, will naturally contain religious subject matter because memoir deals
so intimately with the author’s identity. Therefore, a Christian memoirist
seeking to enter the ‘Great Conversation’ exists at a point of cultural tension —
he or she must attempt to connect with their secular audience in spite of the
sacred/secular divide. A solution to the challenge can be found in a close
examination of Augustine’s Confessions precisely because it is both one of
literature’s most important memoirs and also spiritual narratives. It can reveal
which aspects of the original memoir have endured the diversification of the

genre: the written quest for meaning, various methods of inquiry, internal

“ Tolstoy, Leo. What Is Art? (Hackett Publishing, 1996), 481-2.

47 Adler, Mortimer Jerome, Clifton Fadiman, Philip W. Goetz, and Encyclopaedia Britannica, inc, eds.
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reckoning and the individual’s private reflection that, in turn, can speak for a
whole community. Likewise, examination of misinterpretations of the
Confessions can illuminate possible contributions to the sacred/secular divide

in order to avoid them.

Misinterpretation of the Confessions has enforced the sacred/secular divide
in memoir. Two common misconceptions surrounding Augustine’s book have
endured: first, the meaning of confession as Augustine used it and, second, the
imperfect nature of Augustine’s conversion. Confession in contemporary
memoir is often understood as the public disclosure of intimate life details.
When taken to scandalous or sensational extremes, disclosure in memoir is like
tabloid media: it feeds an intrusive type of curiosity in readers.

Confessionalism in memoir more recent than the Confessions is related to
the disclosure of secrets. In cases like Rousseau’s Confessions and Kathryn
Harrison’s The Kiss, such disclosure can be taken to shocking extremes.
Rousseau disclosed unforeseen details of his sexuality, ** including his
purchase of a 12-year-old girl for later use as a concubine,” and Harrison
wrote about her incestuous love affair with her father. In Too True, Blake
Morrison says, ‘Confessionalism has always been a disreputable genre [...] It is
privacy for public consumption, something picked up by a hidden camera or a
tape recorder.”' According to Adam H. Becker, ‘readers raised in a

confessional culture will be disappointed by Augustine’s Confessions |...]

* Whittaker, John R., ‘Rousseau, Jean-Jacques’, in Jolly, Margaretta, ed., Encyclopedia of Life Writing:
Autobiographical and Biographical Forms, Vol. 1. 2 vols. (London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2001),
755.
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Italy, 1300-1800 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), 71.
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Augustine is simply not that exciting or so self-obsessed.””* Becker goes on to
explain the meaning of confession as demonstrated by Saint Augustine:
““Confessions” from the Latin confesiones means “acknowledgement”:
acknowledgement of God, acknowledgement of one’s sins, and
acknowledgement of one’s ultimate dependence on God for all that is good,
including existence itself.”> In some instances, confession in contemporary
memoir is a distortion of the religious practice demonstrated by Saint
Augustine. His story is not one of confessionalism in the modern-day sense.

In his narrative, Augustine describes his experience of a gradual
conversion to the Catholic faith. However, the Confessions does not conform
tidily to the conventions of the classic conversion story originally laid out in
the Bible by Saint Paul’* and later taken up by many converts. It lacks the
expected progression from chaos to certainty: ‘It does not move from sin to
vision to repentance and therefore lacks a clear arc of conversion.”>” In his
seminal biography, Augustine of Hippo, Peter Brown says that ‘what the
conventional Christian wanted, was the story of a successful conversion.”*® He
cites S. Cyprian and Cardinal Newman as respective ancient and modern

. . 5 .
examples of this sort of successful conversion. >’ Brown continues:

The tastes of Augustine’s age demanded a dramatic story of conversion,
that might have led him to end the Confessions at Book Nine. Augustine,

instead, added four more, long, books. For Augustine, conversion was no

52 Becker, in DiBattista, and Ondine Wittman, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Autobiography, 23.
33 Becker, The Cambridge Companion to Autobiography, 23.
%4 It is interesting to note that although the Bible contains a variety of models for the how different
believers related to God, it was predominantly Saint Paul’s dramatic (but relatively straight-forward)
narrative arc that formed the example that so many writers would follow. Bible characters such as Moses,
Jonah, the author of Ecclesiastes, King David, and Simon Peter all present readers with relatively more
complicated approaches to their faith. Saint Augustine’s memoir would sit most naturally among the
narratives of these characters, however it is Saint Paul’s model (/ was blind, but now I see) that is
popularly associated with the classic conversion story.
> Becker, The Cambridge Companion to Autobiography, 28.
: Brown, Peter, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber, 1967), 171.
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longer enough. No such dramatic experience should delude his readers

into believing that they could so easily cast off their past identity.™

Books 10-13 of the Confessions contain questioning and expressions of
uncertainty as the author contended with issues relating to the nature of
memory, time, and creation. The problems raised in the final section of the
book are evidence of Augustine’s success as a great thinker, but they also
represent a type of failure, “We can begin to see Augustine’s writing as never
attaining the final mastery of truth he desires but as haunted by its own
otherness, by figures of uncertainty or dissolution.””” Becker writes that
Augustine’s progress was ‘stymied’, that ‘he never finds peace and stable
ground — the rest he refers to at the beginning of the work that remains a theme

560

throughout.

The subgenre of religious conversion narrative since the fourth century has
not reflected Saint Augustine’s ‘uncertainty or dissolution’. Rather, religious
narrative tends to conform to the thematic convention of perfect salvation: /
once was lost, but now am found. Peter Brown writes about the predictable
conversion story:

Like all too many such converts, the writer will insist on rubbing into us
that he is now a different person, that he never looked back. Seen in such
a light, the very act of conversion has cut the convert’s life in two; he has

been able to shake off his past.61

* Ibid.

%9 Anderson, Linda R., Autobiography, 2nd edn, The New Critical Idiom (Milton Park, Abingdon ; New
York: Routledge, 2011), 25.
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This level of certainty could be interpreted (or misinterpreted) at times as
arrogance, sanctimony that would alienate rather than resonate with many
readers — religious or secular.

The irony of the subgenre that preaches perfect conversion is that its
originator was, in many ways, uncertain. Saint Augustine’s approach is one
comparable to the concept articulated by Keats in 1817: ‘Negative Capability —
that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts,
without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.’®> Augustine’s faith
emphasises the mystery around which he dedicates ‘four more, long, books’,%
a faith that coexists with doubt, and foreshadows what is now known in
theology as a theopoetic approach: ‘an acceptance of a cognitive uncertainty
regarding the Divine, an unwillingness to attempt to unduly banish that
uncertainty, and an emphasis on action and creative articulation in spite of it
all.”*

Rebecca Solnit echoes the importance of uncertainty when she relates the
concept of negative capability to literary criticism. Her approach to criticism is
like the theopoetic approach to God, in that it is ‘not against interpretation, but
against confinement, against the killing of the spirit,” claiming that criticism
that is a form of art in itself, ‘respects the essential mystery of a work of art,
which is in part its beauty and its pleasure, both of which are irreducible and
subjective.’® Because authors of religious narrative following Augustine, such

as John Bunyan, Teresa of Avila and Margery Kemp, rarely chose to approach

62 K eats, John, and Hyder Edward Rollins, The Letters: 1814-1821, 2.2 (Cambridge: Univ. Pr., 2012),
193-4.
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(Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2014), 111.

% Solnit, Rebecca, ‘Woolf’s Darkness: Embracing the Inexplicable - The New Yorker’, [Accessed
October 10, 2016], <http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/woolfs-darkness-embracing-the-
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their subject with an ‘acceptance of cognitive uncertainty’, they inadvertently
contributed to the sacred/secular divide. As will be demonstrated in the next
section, certainty is something that contemporary memoirists have tended to
react against, and so it is fair to claim that a sense of negative capability has

become a distinguishing feature of the genre.

The main body of this commentary is centred on four religious practices:
Prayer, Confession, Reflection and Testimony. The written forms of these are
evidenced in The Confessions of Saint Augustine and modern-day articulations
have been identified in a selection of contemporary memoirs in order to
demonstrate the universality of the urges prompting memoirists, even when
religious contexts are removed. Whilst the contemporary memoirs exhibit
similar traits to some of those found in the Confessions, most do not share
Augustine’s religious conclusions. A reflection on my own creative practice
has been inserted between Chapters Four and Five (Reflection and Testimony),
where it fits most suitably. Chapter Six contains the conclusion to this study.

Before moving onto the four religious practices, a brief historical overview
and a section for terminology now follow in order to put into context how
religious narrative found at the origins of the genre came to separate from

mainstream memoir.

A Brief History of Religion in Self-Life Writing
There are no surviving records to suggest Saint Augustine’s example of

memoir writing was taken up again until the twelfth century, when French
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monks chronicled their lives.®® In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, religion
— as far as Augustine’s Roman Catholicism was concerned — became decidedly
less organised: the Protestant Reformation was underway and the Western
world would experience a schism from the Roman Catholic Church.®” During
this pivotal period in Western history, the age of belief began to give way to
the age of reason. In his guide to Charles Taylor’s voluminous account of
secularisation, James K.A. Smith notes that the 1500s first presented the
possibility ‘to imagine exclusive humanism as a viable vision of
significance’.”® According to 4 Secular Age, the three assumptions — or former
obstacles to unbelief — that began to give way during the Enlightenment were:
first, the assumption that natural world was a symbiotic cosmos functioning as
a sign that pointed beyond itself to what was more than nature. Second, society
understood itself as something grounded in a higher reality, that earthly
kingdoms were grounded in a heavenly kingdom. Third, the world was
enchanted and ‘charged’ with presences to which people were open and
vulnerable, society was not closed and self-sufficient.*’

Renaissance writers engaged in self-reflection through various life writing
forms that included autobiography and memoir. Some of them, such as
Desiderius Erasmus and John Calvin, continued in the tradition of religious
narrative, following Augustine’s example of reflecting on the self in relation to

God. Others kept the focus on the self and ignored religious ideas. Michel de

66 Yagoda, Ben, Memoir, 33.

%7 Levi, Anthony, Renaissance and Reformation: The Intellectual Genesis (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
Univ. Press, 2004), 2.
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Montaigne, who popularised the essay, celebrated expressions of ambiguity
and dealt only vaguely with the notion of God and organised religion.”

The Renaissance and the Reformation’' together ushered in seismic
changes for the Western world in the forms of humanism;’? increased rates of
literacy and education; and the dissemination of two significant inventions: the
looking glass and the printing press.”” There was an increase in interest in the
self, and the technology available to communicate widely about it. Renaissance
humanists did not immediately reject Christianity.”* At first they built their
ideas against a backdrop of Christian belief, devoting resources to patronizing
Christian art and buildings, and amassing libraries. But the focus of the times
rested increasingly on preserving antiquity and learning from human
accomplishment.” This was not incompatible with religion and humanism did
not imply a loss of faith,”® but it did allow for people to search for meaning
beyond religion. Yagoda explains the link between the memoir and increased
interest in the self as a subject, stating that the main contributors to the boom in
memoir are, ‘more narcissism overall, less concern for privacy, a strong
interest in victimhood, and a therapeutic culture.””’ As interest in the self
increased, interest in religion as an organising principle of life, and therefore in

memoir, decreased.
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In the seventeenth century other kinds of life writing became popular:
puritans began the trend of keeping diaries of their day-to-day lives and bodily
ailments “for evidence of divine providence’,”® a practice that would eventually
evolve into modern-day sick lit.”’ In seventeenth century philosophy, Rene
Descartes declared the mind to be distinct from the body, and claimed the
existence of an “I”.* Walton s Lives, biographical sketches by Izaak Walton
was ‘crucial in shaping modern expectations of narrative coherence and the
intimate relationship between author, reader and subject.”®' Amid this,
traditional autobiography underwent an important change: it became less
certain and more individualised. Life writing from the period is noted for the
‘extraordinarily full picture’® it provided of 17" century life. At this time in
history most self-life writing was not published until after the author’s death.*
And finally, a possible contributor to changes in self-life writing had already
been birthed but was gaining in popularity: the novel.

Although there has always been considerable cross-pollination between
fiction and creative nonfiction, the two worlds are distinct. Thomas Couser has
written extensively on the different roles of, and approaches to, fiction and
memoir, and the debate will not be repeated here, other than to note the effect

that the advent of the novel had on the development of memoir. Thomas

Malory is credited for the first major work of English prose in the late 15™
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century,™ Euphues: The Anatomy of Wyt by John Lyly was released in 1578,
and John Bunyan followed his 1666 religious autobiography, Grace Abounding
to the Chief of Sinners with a novel, The Pilgrim’s Progress, in 1678. Full-
length narratives that were entirely works of imagination became popular in the
first time in history in which writers could make a decent livelihood from their
craft.®” The novel as it is known today — a fully fictitious prose narrative,
featuring the characteristic of realism — is said to have come into existence in
the early eighteenth century.®

It has been said that at least one of history’s many memoir booms®’ was in
fact a boom in pretend-autobiography. Among the most recognised of the early
English novelists is Daniel Defoe, who, Yagoda points out, developed a pattern
of writing fictionalised autobiography.® As well as Defoe, Thomas Couser
states that ‘the modern novel emerged as an imitation of life writing’,* and
Jonathan Swift, whose fake travel narrative, Gulliver’s Travels, was likely
penned on an assignment of sorts, from the Scriblerians, a writers’ group of
which he was a member, which set out to satirise popular literary genres.” The
imperfect nature of generic classification is made evident here. Genre and
subgenre hybridity was happening almost as soon as instances of new forms of
literature occurred.

In regards to the development of memoir, the phenomenon of fake life

narratives had three effects. First, it brought about the very first wave of
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‘memoir backlash’. The upsurge of fake autobiographies confused and upset
some readers, those who valued clear distinctions between fiction and
nonfiction. Yagoda reports that Defoe became the recipient of one of the
earliest accusations directed at a self-life writer in a pamphlet entitled Robinson
Crusoe Examin’d and Criticis d, in which he was reproached for being a liar.”'
The second effect was that more writers were inspired to write fictional life
narrative, perhaps using the guise as licence to pursue riskier subject matter.
John Cleland wrote the “first erotic novel in English>** by writing Memoirs of a
Woman of Pleasure in 1748. The third effect of fake autobiography was, for
the development of memoir, very positive: fake autobiographies influenced the
writing of real ones because they differed not just in matters of veracity, but
also in structure. The fakes were more focused in comparison to real
autobiographies that tried ambitiously to capture whole lives. They had to be
more focused for reasons of practicality: when emphasis shifts from the
chronicling of life achievements to the aesthetic creation of scenes, word count
limitations demand the telescoping of events. As a possible result of this, by
the eighteenth century some people were beginning to write genuine life stories
that were more similar in scope and structure to fake ones.

In 1782, Jean-Jacques Rousseau published his Confessions posthumously,
borrowing a title from Augustine, as well as inadvertently closing a loop back
to the genre’s originator. Rousseau was directly influenced by the work of
Augustine; however, unlike the saint, he did not direct his writing to God. His
interest lay not in organising his life according to religious faith, but in the
secular idea that his confessions should be directed at his fellow man. Filled

with details of his sexual frustrations and practices, Rousseau’s work further
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contributed to the public’s interest in scandalous disclosures of an individual’s
most intimate secrets. However, when the circle back to Augustine closed,
what made Rousseau’s Confessions so unlike anything post-Augustine
preceding it was that he expressed freely his motivations for writing. He
outlined his goal of laying bare the entirety of his inner life — the good, the less
becoming and the shameful. He went so far as to dismiss all other
autobiography, accusing it of being incomplete and, therefore, untruthful: ‘In
telling only part of the truth, they tell none of it.””> Rousseau was pivotal in
creating a path for memoir that forked away from autobiography, and also in
establishing memoir as a distinctly non-religious genre. Nothing could be
further away from the absolute authority of religion than the intimately
introspective nature of memoir.

Saint Augustine wrote about his spirituality, in part, because spirituality
was a matter of concern on a societal level during his historical context.”* This
is not the case today, nor has it been for hundreds of years. Society’s interest in
religion changed significantly after the Enlightenment period.” In the mid-
nineteenth century, Charles Darwin influenced the development of evolution
theory and presented a worldview that is often ‘understood as an atheist
metanarrative of origins and ends’.”® The shift away from traditional religious
belief has been in no way total, but represents complex diversification in
regards to the way in which the Western world seeks meaning. Augustine’s

emphasis on religion appears to have been lost in mainstream literary memoir:
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the quest for meaning remains unchanged, as do some search methods, but the
conclusions demonstrated in contemporary memoir are now widely diversified.

Meanwhile, society’s diminishing interest in religion was matched by a
growing sense of misgiving toward popular culture by the church. By the end
of the nineteenth century, the aforementioned ‘obstacles to unbelief” from 4
Secular Age had all but disintegrated. Religious believers still existed, of
course, but they began to be more of a separate entity than they had ever been
in the past. Those who subscribed to religion subsisted distinctly from wider
society. It was a trend that turned religious believers inward, often rejecting the
art and culture that lay beyond their own networks.””’

The lasting influence of the Holiness Movement from nineteenth-century
Methodism and John Wesley’s doctrines of Christian Perfection” prevails in
contemporary Evangelical Christianity. The idea of holiness, and ‘in, and not
of, the world’, is regularly justified and interpreted in extreme ways. The
majority of Evangelical Christians believe in being ‘set apart’ or called to a
holy lifestyle, which is a biblical principle;”” however, the application of
varying biblical hermeneutics entails anything from fundamentalists’
disassociation from whatever is not overtly linked to their interpretation of holy
living, to the subtler regarding of popular culture with wariness. Peter J.
Leihart advocates inclusion and engagement between church and the wider
culture in Authors, Authority and the Humble Reader. Leihart, when discussing

the complex but necessary action of judging literature by theological and moral
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criteria, states ‘If lives can be enriched by reading, it is certainly a fair question
whether lives might also be spoiled.’'®

Although much old thinking prevails both inside the church and toward it,
some encouraging evidence of change has recently emerged. Progressive
thinkers in many Christian denominations advocate for greater — and, more
respectful — engagement with society in culture. Michael Lloyd claims, ‘The
Incarnation means that there is no split between the “sacred” and the “secular”,
the “religious” and the “ordinary” [...] There can be no dividing line between
that which is God’s domain and that which is not.”'*" Gene Edward Veith Jr.
promotes engagement through worldview criticism: ‘Worldview criticism does
not mean simply "criticizing worldviews"; rather, for Christians, it is a way to
engage constructively the whole range of human expression from a Christian

: 102
perspective.’

There is also a less hostile philosophical approach to religion in
what Alain De Botton calls Atheism 2.0. De Botton advocates for a more
mutually respectful relationship between believers and non-believers. In
Religion for Atheists, he writes ‘religions merit our attention for their sheer
conceptual ambition; for changing the world in a way that few secular
institutions ever have.”'® As the church continues to grapple with questions of
whether or not to engage wider culture — and, if so, how — the sacred/secular
divide in memoir endures.

Close inspection of work by the genre’s originator suggests that religious

literature need not be ‘guided by avoidance’ in any subject, but can, as it once

did in the case of the Confessions, reflect that ‘Christian faith recognizes a
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unity to the human condition that transcends race, ethnic identities, or even
ideological differences, and therefore embraces the possibility of writing

. . . 104
stories that express universal experience.’

This universality of experience is
expressed in memoir not so much in the individual journey described, but by

the shared quest for truth as well as the commonality of many methods of

inquiry.

Terminology

Autobiographical writing is notoriously difficult to categorise, although
many have tried. On this challenge, James Olney writes, ‘I have never met a
definition of autobiography that I could really like.”'* A tone of agreement
concerning distinctions between autobiography and memoir has emerged from
critics and practitioners'* in recent years; therefore, these are the definitions
that dictate the terminology used in this commentary. However, the problem
with nomenclature in evolving genres is that publications from years prior to
the terminology being updated can discuss relevant issues with old terms. For
example, if some of the literature about autobiography was to be released
today, it might be amended to make use of the term ‘memoir’ because of the
recent elucidation of the distinction between the two forms. Therefore, I will be
intentional in the use of the two distinct labels, but in quotations from older
literature the terms memoir and autobiography will be marked with an asterisk
(*) to signal when they should be read interchangeably.

Life writing is the umbrella term that includes, but is not limited to,

biography, letters, diaries, and transcripts of oral accounts (in addition to
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autobiography and memoirs). Less obvious forms that have been identified as
life writing are obituaries, medical records, and personal advertisements. In
Memoir: An Introduction, Thomas G. Couser offers examples of life writing’s
‘extended family’: visual representation in portraiture, whether in traditional
art, photography, or digital mediums; and YouTube, Twitter and Facebook as

10
£.107

platforms for technological sel By its widest definition, life writing

‘embraces the lives of objects and institutions as well as the lives of
individuals, families and groups.’'*®

In this study, the term ‘self-life writing’ is used to encompass any form of

life writing that aligns with what Philippe Lejune calls the “*autobiographical

5109 15110

pact’ " — where ‘the author, the narrator and the protagonist are identica
Thus, autobiography and memoir are forms of self-life writing because they are
both ‘retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning his own
existence, where the focus is his individual life, in particular the story of his

"' However, in the most recent literature, autobiography and

personality.
memoir are distinct forms, each with their own set of defining characteristics.
Many of the characteristics that define autobiography are also found in
memoir, but not vice versa. Plutarch’s Lives and The Gallic Wars are both
examples of life writing, but neither is a memoir because the former is
biographical literary portraiture, and the latter aligns more closely with
autobiography’s characteristic features than it does memoir’s. Four defining

features of autobiography, according to Bonnie J. Gunzenhauser in The

Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, are: the requirement of the writer to balance
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deeds of an active public self with thoughts of a contemplative private self;
awareness of an audience; following of clear formal conventions (usually
subject-author as hero journeying toward some destination); and, didactic

"2 These features formed the

intent, offering one’s story as an exemplum.
pattern for autobiographies to follow from ancient history, and it was a pattern
that would continue consistently, despite the emergence in the fourth century
of a new form of self-life writing, namely memoir — a counterpart that would
evolve alongside, and eventually challenge, the status of autobiography.

Whilst memoir is a form of self-life writing, it is an offshoot from
traditional autobiography that has developed its own generic characteristics.
The difference between Augustine’s Confessions and the self-life writing
preceding it is subtle but crucial: where autobiography was writing the story of
one’s life, the Confessions was writing about the internal self’s reckoning, the
making sense of a story of one’s life. Where authors of autobiography approach
the life in question from a teleological end point, delivering the results like the
answer to an equation, memoir shows the workings, the method of arriving at
(or failing to arrive at) an answer.

While autobiography is about well-known people, memoir constitutes an
open invitation for authors who might not otherwise have qualified for

113

publication. ~ Helen M. Buss notes, ‘Like the autobiographer they want to

make their lives count in the public record; unlike autobiographers they tend to

»114

be less sure that their lives will count.”” ™ In addition to the autobiographer’s

awareness of an audience, memoirists began to place new emphasis on their

' Gunzenhauser, Bonnie, J., ‘ Autobiography: General Survey’, Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, 75.
13 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 3944.
!4 Buss, Helen M., ‘Memoirs’, in Jolly, Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, 595.
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own communal context.'> Memoirists tend to focus stories around particular
themes or selected events, therefore telescoping the lifetimes that authors of
autobiography had attempted to span entirely.''® Memoirists make use of
measured fictive approaches to illustrate scenes or sentiments.'"”’

Finally, memoirists accentuate their internal life as they arrange the
external life in question in relation to some sort of organising principle.
According to Couser, ‘what distinguishes memoir is that it makes a certain
identity claim.”'"® Couser adds to Lejune’s *autobiographical pact, ‘the author,
the narrator, and the protagonist [...] are identical in more than one sense: (1)
They are all the same person, and (2) their congruence establishes the identity

of the memoirist.”'"’

Memoir is a quest for truth, in self-discovery, through the
correspondence between author, narrator and protagonist. In his chapter on the
difference between memoir and autobiography, Thomas Larson writes,
‘Autobiography’s central tenet — wisdom gained through many years — is much
too grandiose for the memoirist [...] memoir is supplanting its uncle, in part by
telescoping the form, in part by accruing stylistic innovation.”'*

Stylistic innovation is a key concept to bear in mind when regarding the
evolution of the genre of memoir. One example of this happened when the
more autobiographically styled memoirs lost prominence, and memoir in the
singular, displaying a more everyday, introspective style, gained in popularity.
When pluralised, the term memoirs was traditionally used to describe books of

shorter personal anecdotes, used in the realm of works written by important

authors, and therefore held more similarity to autobiography than memoir in

" Ibid., 595.
116 1 arson, Thomas, The Memoir and the Memoirist, 16.
"7 Karr, Mary, Art of Memoir (New York: Harper Perennial, 2016), 10.
118 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 634.
19 1.
1bid.
1201 arson, The Memoir and the Memoirist, p-16-17.
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the singular. Larson points out that the difference between the plural and the
singular term is one of emphasis, ‘we can call a book that emphasizes the who
over the what— the shown over the summed, the found over the known, [...]—
a memoir.”'?!

The public’s taste for certainty and eminence has changed in recent history.
Aspects of popular culture continue to promote celebrity worship in the
traditional sense, but technology has heralded a fresh democratisation of fame,
where emphasis has shifted to celebrations of the self via social media. Twitter,
Facebook and Instagram provide platforms for activity that can legitimately be
described as self-life writing, supporting the argument for life writing being
more popular now than ever before.'”> A new breed of celebrity, one born of
social media, has gained the attention of the public and, as a result, interest lies
increasingly in relating to, and connecting to, others through the sharing of
ordinary lives,'* rather than in admiring the achievements or venerated
lifestyles of others. Social media represents a collective shift in interest away
from admiration of the elite'** and toward the (idealised) familiar.'*> According
to Couser, ‘no one writes autobiography any more. At least, no one reads it.”'*
Memoir’s change from plural to singular, the shift from certainty to

uncertainty, and increased interest in the ordinary, are indicative of a genre in

which readers can expect to find formal conventions challenged often.

! Ibid., 18.

122 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 149.

123 Saul, Heather, ‘Instafamous: Meet the Social Media Influencers Redefining Celebrity’. The
Independent, March 27,2016, [Accessed 9 May 2017],
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/instagram-model-natasha-oakley-iskra-lawrence-kayla-
itsines-kendall-jenner-jordyn-woods-a6907551.html>.

12 Green, R. Kay, ‘The Social Media Effect: Are You Really Who You Portray Online?’ (Huffpost, June
2013), [Accessed 10 May 2017], <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/r-kay-green/the-social-media-effect-
a_b 3721029.html>.

125 Hogan, Bernie, and Quan-Haase, Anabel, ‘Persistence and Change in Social Media’, Bulletin of
Science, Technology & Society, Special Issue Articles, 30, no. 5 (September 2014): 309-15.

126 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 314.
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Couser reminds readers that subgenre labels are created to assist critics and
readers, and the function of generic analysis is ‘not to classify but to clarify
individual narratives— not to determine what they are (they may be more than
one thing at a time!) but to come to terms with what they are trying to do.”'*’
What a memoirist does is engage in a quest for truth, or meaning, through self-
discovery. This is the ‘work’, aim, or function, of memoir. The work of
memoir is done through the practice of using various methods of inquiry to
demonstrate the memoirist’s arrival at some form of conclusion, or satisfactory
sense of meaning.

Memoirists have at their disposal an array of forms and techniques to
achieve their work. Therefore, in order to discuss it as a form, it is useful to
bear in mind the potential problems of labelling. On the writing of An
American Childhood, Annie Dillard said, ‘The best memoirs [...] forge their

128
own forms.’

Helen Buss writes about the memoirist’s tendency to mix
forms: ‘[memoir] tends to blend a number of writing practices to achieve its
place as a historicized personal story, creating a style that is narrative and
dramatic as well as essayistic.”'* This cross-pollination of writing practices is
a characteristic of memoir that is evidenced in the genre’s origins.

Augustine used what are now considered ‘genre-bending’ and ‘genre-
crossing’ methods because that is what his unique story required. Augustine’s
work does not adhere to conventional generic classifications because most
formal classifications did not exist at his time, and also because it is common

for memoirists to find themselves in the position of challenging formal

conventions. This aspect of Augustine’s Confessions will be discussed further

127 1bid., Digital location 921.
128 Dillard, Annie, ‘To Fashion a Text’, in Baker and Zinsser, Inventing the Truth, 143.
129 Buss, Helen M., ‘Memoirs’, in Jolly, Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, 596.
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in the following section. Augustine’s breaking away from formal convention

130 \ithin memoir. It is an

is, in itself, the earliest instance of ‘generic hybridity
example that was taken up by numerous authors, including Jonathan Swift in
the fictional travel memoir, Gulliver’s Travels; Henry David Thoreau in
Walden, which ‘has a powerful claim to be sui generis’;"' and Dave Eggers in
A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, which Yagoda calls, ‘an
impressive attempt to kill memoir, or at least to deconstruct it until it was
unrecognizable’."*? Saint Augustine forged his own form by mixing various

religious practices into his writing and, in doing so, he became the forefather of

an entirely new genre.

139 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 901.
131 1bid., Digital location 51.
132 Yagoda, Memoir, 237.
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2. Prayer

In the Confessions, Augustine directs his questions of self to God in the form
of prayer. He tells the story of his search for meaning, one that leads him to
find satisfaction in God. He does this by exposing how his interior life relates
to his external existence — an instance of internal reckoning that happens not in
isolation,' but in dialogue with God, and with awareness of an audience of
readers. The relationship between the memoirist/protagonist and the life events
he encounters is what drives the procession forward. Throughout the chain of
events included in the book, readers can observe the plot develop toward the
author’s conclusion.

A crude summary of Augustine’s story can be made with two popularly
quoted lines. First, ‘Give me chastity and continence, but not yet,”* suggesting
the tension felt by a man who spent years grappling with the invitation to the
Catholic faith. Augustine was open about enjoying a hedonistic lifestyle before
finally, somewhat reluctantly, acquiescing to a more pious way of life. And
second, ‘Our hearts find no peace until they rest in You [God],” a line from the
first page of the memoir that represents the conclusion of the whole story —
and, quite possibly, the entirety of Augustine’s lived experience.

To this day, scholars disagree as to what exactly the Confessions is.* This
is because it does not conform tidily to established literary forms; instead, it

comprises elements of narrative, biography, philosophical essay, epistles, and

! According to Robert Lane Fox, there is a possibility that Augustine did not pen his books by his own
hand, but that he dictated his words to a scribe. Lane Fox, Robin, Augustine: Conversions and
Confessions, United Kingdom: Penguin Books, 2016), 3.

? Augustine, Confessions, Translated by Pine-Coffin, R.S. (London: Penguin Classics, 1961), Book 8:7,
72.

3 Augustine, Confessions, Book 1:1, 1.

4 ‘Augustine, Desire, Doing Good’, Start the Week - BBC Radio 4, BBC, [Accessed December 15, 2016],
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06ghlhv>.
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prayer. Paul Rigby identifies in the Confessions further evidence of praise,
hymn, lyric, lamentation and repentance.’ He holds that Augustine uses ‘an
abundance of genres’ in order to bring about ‘a profusion of contingent signs’.’
The various signs that Augustine creates are intended to point readers to his
conclusion, showing them how he arrived at the decision that his life was
without a satisfactory sense of meaning until he found God.

Augustine gives his own literal answer to the question of what the
Confessions is in the very title of the book and in the content at hand: What is
it? It is his confession — or, more precisely, his acknowledgement. To whom is
the Confessions addressed? It is addressed to God and, therefore, it is a prayer.
But it is also intended for a wider audience — prayer to be read by others — and,
therefore, it is also a public statement or testimony. Therefore Augustine’s
Confessions is, among other things, a confession, prayer, testimony, and
memoir. However, the Confessions is not an autobiography in the sense of
being a record of an entire life. It is a memoir because of the internal reckoning
with significant aspects of that life. It is a memoir and a prayer et cetera
because it is entirely acceptable for these various forms to coexist.

Significance can be attached to which episodes Augustine chooses either to
include or to exclude as he curates memories around the chosen theme of his
life narrative. A preliminary step in memoir writing involves the memoirist
curating memories, both of events and inner reactions to those events, to be
included and ordered. ‘The writer of any work, and particularly any nonfiction
work, must decide two crucial points: what to put in and what to leave out,’

writes Annie Dillard.’

3 Rigby, The Theology of Augustine’s Confessions, 6.
% Ibid, 17.
" Dillard, Annie, Inventing the Truth, 143.
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Every inclusion in the text is intended to lead readers along the
‘procession’ toward his decision to convert.® Augustine’s unruly youth causes
him to reflect on questions of morality, admitting to exaggerating his
wrongdoing in order to feeling a sense of belonging with his friends.” The
death of his childhood friend leaves him aware of the fallacy of loving
someone finite, instead of God, who is immortal.'® His initial excitement about
the Manichean sect fails to last — even though he tried to overlook the
ignorance of the leader, Faustus — causing him to write, ‘wisdom and folly are
like wholesome and unwholesome food.’'" After having resisted the
proposition of Christianity for many years, Augustine converts in the famous
garden scene, on hearing the voice of a child in song and interpreting it as
God’s call for him to pick up and read his Bible. He follows the instruction to
read and feels he has received a direct message from God. Augustine becomes
completely devoted to the faith, and only then does his life begin to make true
sense to him. The significance of the external events of Augustine’s life is
made known through the internal conversation that he has with God over the
course of the narrative.

Whereas Augustine’s external life can be plotted chronologically, along a
straight line, his interior journey is more circular, spiralling and encompassing.
The questions he asks and answers over and over again throughout the book
are, Who is God? and Who am I? Rowan Williams writes, ‘Purely formally, the
whole of the Confessions is a prayer; to work out who I am, I need to be

speaking to and listening to God.”'* Augustine’s conversation with God is, in

8 Yagoda, Ben, Memoir: A History, 33.

o Augustine, Confessions, Book 2:8.

"% Ibid., Book 4:4.

" Ibid., Book 5:6, 37.

12 Williams, Rowan, On Augustine (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), Digital location 282.
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turn, affected by the addition of a wider audience."’ Historian Robert Lane Fox,

author of a recent book on Augustine, writes of the Confessions:

They contain autobiographical detail, but they are not an autobiography,
as books on ‘the self” or ‘life-writing” still tend to classify them. From
start to finish they are a prayer, addressed by Augustine to God, but

intended to be overheard by readers."*

Augustine asks many questions in Book 10, pondering the love of God,

and asking, ‘But what do I love when I love my God

2°!% He turns his questions

inward for the answer, using sensory language as he replies to himself:

The kind of love in my inner self, when my soul is bathed in light that is
not bound by space; when it listens to sound that never dies away; when
it breathes fragrance that is not borne away on the wind; when it tastes
food that is never consumed by the eating; when it clings to an embrace

from which it is not severed by fulfilment of desire.'®

The author’s next question, ‘What is my God?’ is directed to the Earth,

creation, the stars, the sun and the moon. The answer returns, ‘We are not your

God. Seek what is above us.”'” Next, Augustine turns inward:

I turned inward to myself and asked, ‘“Who are you?’ ‘A man,’ I replied
[...] I have both body and soul, the one the outer, the other the inner part
of me [...] The inner part of man knows these things through the agency
of the outer part. I, the inner man, know these things; I, the soul, know

them through the senses of my body."

" The role of the audience will be discussed further in Chapters three and four.
14 L ane Fox, Robin, Augustine, 2.

' Augustine, Confessions, Book 10:6, 92.

% Ibid., Book 10:6, 92.

7 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
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Toward the end of this section, he writes, ‘I asked the whole mass of the
universe about my God, and it replied, “I am not God. God is he who made

19
me"”

This asking and answering is an important technique shared by
Augustine and many contemporary memoirists. It is found undergirding the
search methods employed on the quest: to get from question to answer,
memoirists engage in interior reckoning. Internal and external facets are
required for the ordering that is involved in memoir. These facets are not the
same as the memoirist’s two voices, known as the ‘voice of innocence’ and
‘the voice of experience’,”® which are two different internal voices which may
comment on external experience. The internal facet is the thought life of the
memoirist/protagonist (both innocent and wise), while the external facet is
first-hand lived experience. Ordering or integration happens when the
memoirist relates these two components to each another. The nature of how
this happens is dependent on the author’s organising principle or belief system,
and the result is self-discovery — the arrival at some form of answer.

This interior reckoning (the self relating to and reflecting on internal and
external life) is vital because it is the primary approach a memoirist employs to
enable self-discovery — to answer the original question of Who am I? 1t is the
crucial reflective element of the genre: memoir is about the making sense of a
story, and this internal element does not happen in isolation. The internal facet
of memoir is rarely an internal monologue with a singular voice. In memoir,
even the internal aspect of one individual involves multiple voices; therefore,
as different aspects of the self converse, dialogue is underway. This internal

dialogue represents an important concept relating to self-reckoning in memoir.

19 7 -
Ibid., 93.

® Silverman, Sue William, Fearless Confessions: A Writer’s Guide to Memoir (Athens: University of

Georgia Press, 2009), 51.
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Dialogue, as it is most commonly known, happens in the form of an
external exchange between two or more people. There are, however, a few
instances of discourse, particularly in memoir, in which multiple internal
voices are natural, relevant and necessary — rather than evidence of madness.
Jeanette Winterson agrees: ‘Hearing voices can be a good thing [...] Going mad
is the beginning of a process. It is not supposed to be the end result.”*' An
example is dialogue between one element of the self and another (self-self),
such as the rational self with the impulsive self, or in memoir when the voice
of experience speaks to the voice of innocence (as will be demonstrated by
Mary Karr in Chapter Three). The next type of interior dialogue occurs
between the self and an ‘other’, such as a memory of the deceased, a phantasm,
or God (self-other). In And When Did You Last See Your Father? Blake
Morrison imagines his late father’s voice appraising his writing: “You daft sod
— do you think that dying is anything to write home about, that it’s any sort of

story? Let’s hear about some of the good times. ..’

The presence of the ‘other’
is exemplified in Morrison’s interior reckoning, when the narrating voice
addresses the voice of the phantasm of his father: ‘I tell the therapist this, as if
it were a great discovery. Yes Dad, a therapist. I know you don’t approve.’*
The splitting of internal voices, and the reckoning between them, is
common in memoir old and new. When the ‘other’ is God, the dialogue can
certainly be called prayer; but, internal dialogue can also be (less directly)
likened to prayer, when the importance of the ‘other’ is such to the ‘self’ that it

stands in the place of a higher power. Augustine’s internal dialogue occurred in

the obvious form of prayer. Other memoirists might not direct prayers to God,

2! Winterson, Jeanette, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? 70.

2 Morrison, Blake, And When Did You Last See Your Father? (London: Granta, 2007), Digital location
2829.

3 Morrison, Blake, And When Did You Last See Your Father? Digital location 2894.
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but still engage in internal dialogue and might even ‘pray’ to some sort of

‘other’.

In The Memoir and the Memoirist,”* Thomas Larson describes memoir’s
quest: ‘The goal of human inquiry as well as the memoir’s reason for being’ is
‘to waken from superstition—be it religious or literary, cultural or personal.’*’
This awakening from superstition, or ‘working to undelude the self’,*® is an
articulation of the universal search for truth, the same search that probably
inspired Saint Augustine and led him to religious faith.

Augustine’s motive of ‘awakening from superstition’ is clear as he
addresses himself in response to the bible verse,” ‘Awake, you who sleep, and
arise from the dead.’*® While, for Augustine, there are theological implications
to the motive of seeking religious truth, it can be argued that there is a direct
line of connection here between the Confessions and every contemporary
memoir in which some false object of desire, or goal, is discarded in favour of
a truer self-knowledge. Augustine’s conclusions lead him toward organised
religion, whereas contemporary conclusions tend to lead elsewhere. If the aim
of memoir is for the writer to work out some aspect of their identity from their
memory,”’ to deal openly with the past in order to move forward, then
memoir’s affinity with prayer is clear. In 4 Solemn Pleasure, Melissa Pritchard

observes the connection between creativity and spirituality: ‘Many of the tenets

of sainthood are also to be cultivated in the committed writer, [...] consider

2* Larson, The Memoir and the Memoirist, 182.
 Ibid.,191.

% Ibid., 179.

7 Augustine, Confessions, Book 8:5, 70.

% The Holy Bible, Ephesians 5:14.

» Couser, Memoir, p.182.
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your work as analogous to intimate prayer in which you address God, and

thereby divineness, in all matter.”*

Questioning in Contemporary Memoir:

Jeanette Winterson and Blake Morrison

Curiosity is innate, regardless of religion: people want to get to the bottom
of things and are generally reluctant to leave questions unanswered. There is a
promise of relief and liberation attached to the idea of finding out what really
happened in any situation. The quest of self-discovery is inextricably linked to
uncovering the truth about one’s identity. Outside of memoir, this can be
evidenced by the popularity of lineage studies, and why so many adopted
children seek out their birth families. Jeanette Winterson explains the universal

need to know one’s own origins:

Leaving home can only happen because there is a home to leave [...] For
the refugee, for the homeless, the lack of this crucial coordinate in the
placing of the self has severe consequences. At best it must be managed,
made up for in some way. At worst, a displaced person, literally, does not
know which way is up, because there is no true north. No compass point.

Home is much more than shelter; home is our centre of gravity.31

Winterson wrote twice about being adopted, first in the form of
autobiographical fiction in Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit and then again,
twenty years later, in her memoir, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?
The memoir is centred on her decision to seek out her birth mother in the hopes

of answering her questions about her origin: ‘I had to know the story of my

30 pritchard, Melissa, A Solemn Pleasure: To Imagine, Witness, and Write, First Edition, The Art of the
Essay (New York: Bellevue Literary Press, 2015), 25.
3! Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? 58-59.
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beginnings but I have to accept that this is a version too. It is a true story but it

is still a version.*?

Intellectually, Winterson approaches the task with
thoughtful detachment, but emotionally the quest cuts her to the quick. She
faces setbacks. When a letter obstructing her access to her official records
comes, advising her to get a solicitor, her body makes a primal response, ‘I wet
myself [...] I wasn’t Jeanette Winterson in her own home with books on the
shelves and money in the bank; I was a baby and I was cold and wet and a
judge had taken my mummy away.”>

Winterson is eventually reunited with Ann, her birth mother, but the
anticipated sense of relief is met only with unexpected and anticlimactic grief.
‘All my life I have worked from the wound. To heal it would mean an end to
one identity — the defining identity. But the healed wound is not the
disappeared wound; there will always be a scar.”** She writes, ‘I am glad to
know that Ann survived and I like thinking of her surrounded by the others.
But I don’t want to be there. That’s not what’s important to me. And I don’t
feel a biological connection.’*> Although Winterson succeeds in her search, she
does not discover that Augustinian sense of rest. It might appear that, for
Winterson, even this case of successful ‘reaching after fact and reason’ was
inferior to remaining in mystery. In the opening pages she writes, ‘When we
tell a story we exercise control, but in such a way as to leave a gap, an opening.
It is a version, but never the final one.”*® Winterson does not regret her search;
indeed, she displays an even greater capacity for uncertainty in the closing of

her memoir when she writes, ‘I have no idea what happens next.”>’
9

32 Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? 229.
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In And When Did You Last See Your Father? Blake Morrison embarks on a
quest for answers about his late father’s life. Early on in the memoir, Morrison
plants a question about his father’s marital fidelity; then, after the father’s
death, he writes to Beaty, the woman in question, hoping to put an end to a
mystery. A few days later, Beaty replies without giving a clear answer: ‘Please
leave me one last small piece—it’s mine.”*® On reading the reply to his probing
letter, Morrison acknowledges his own tendency toward Keats’s ‘irritable

reaching’:”

I convinced myself that without that knowledge I could never make
sense of my childhood or of my present—my work, my marriage, or the
bits of them that seemed to be connected with being my father’s son.
Perhaps I even thought that if she told me everything I’d get him back—
that he wouldn’t be dead. Now I know that’s wrong. I’d been behaving
as my father used to when he walked straight into patients’ homes
without knocking. Now I see the doors are locked. Now I know I’ll
never know the truth about him and Beaty. Even if I did, it couldn’t
matter. My father’s affair is his affair. His story is not my story. And
Beaty doesn’t have the missing piece. There is no missing piece, only

grief.*

This is the dénouement of the story, the place where both author and
readers must assent to going without a solid conclusion. Morrison will never
know the answer to his question about his father so he — and, accordingly, his
readers — have to make do. Here, there is a requirement for negative capability,
to exist within the tension between privacy and disclosure; and an invitation to

readers to rise to a respectful sense of distance, to accept that ‘his story is not

¥ Morrison, Blake, And When Did You Last See Your Father? Digital location 2889.
% Keats and Rollins, The Letters, 193-4.
0 Morrison, Blake, A4nd When Did You Last See Your Father? Digital location 2889.
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my story’*' even within the intimate context of a memoir.

The task of a memoirist is to get as close to the truth of a matter as possible
(to ‘undelude the self’) and then to relay, with integrity, that truth to their
audience. However, this task is made complicated by the concept of subjective
truth. Religious narrative, including that of Saint Augustine, suggests that God
is the ultimate, objective truth; yet, in recent times the subjectivity of truth has
been highlighted. The urge to make sense of, or find meaning in, life is
universal and falls not in the domain of any one race, religion or field of
inquiry. Religion is essentially one of several attempts to answer questions
about the meaning of life. One individual’s interpretation of an event can differ
widely to that of another. The Good Story contains the exchanges between J.M.
Coetzee and Arabella Kurtz. What Kurtz, a clinical psychologist, writes about

her practice reflects the work of a memoirist:

The aim of psychotherapy is to help the patient fill in parts of a puzzle,
which is their puzzle— the puzzle that is their mind, [...] on a good day,
the trajectory of a therapeutic session is from a partial subjective truth to a
greater subjective truth. I do not think the complete truth can ever be

reached.”
Where Saint Augustine and other religious writers strive for the ultimate
truth, which they believe is found in God alone, contemporary practitioners

generally take a more postmodern approach, setting out on the same quest but

accepting ‘subjective truth’ as a conclusion.

4l -
1bid.

2 Coetzee, J. M, and Kurtz, Arabella, The Good Story: Exchanges on Truth, Fiction and Psychotherapy

(Penguin Publishing Group, 2015), 73-74.
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Negative capability is evidenced in the works by Saint Augustine,
Winterson and Morrison. Religious and non-religious memoirs can involve
internal reckoning, confessions, and the arrival at organising principles, but are
respectively directed toward different recipients, and this difference affects the
tone of the entire memoir. Augustine directs his questions and confessions to
God, whom he believes to be perfect and all-knowing; whereas, others direct
their writing to other people, who are known to be imperfect. Memoirists
represent themselves according to who they imagine to be on the receiving end
of their exchange. In the case of religious memoir, when the internal self deals
with God, God becomes a character in the story, one to whom the self in
question is already fully known. The presence of an all-knowing God character
does not affect the memoirist’s need for negative capability — God was all-
knowing, Augustine is not. Augustine shares in a phenomenon common in
Christian life — seeing through a glass darkly — but this is done with the
expectation that full revelation of truth will come later. Paul writes in the
Bible: ‘For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in
part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.’*’

To what are the modern memoirist’s questions of self, then, directed? The
absence of one overt answer does not affect the original aim of self-discovery,
or the similarity of the questions asked by an ever-widening group of

contemporary memoirists.

1 Corinthians 13:12, The Holy Bible, English Standard Version.
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3. Confession

The practice of confession in which Saint Augustine engaged related not to
confessionalism as most people know it today, but rather to the
acknowledgement of belief and corresponding lifestyle adjustments. Augustine
concluded that he could find no satisfaction in life until he encountered God,
but not for lack of trying. This conclusion became the organising principle
around which Augustine centred the narrative of his memoir. It is natural, then,
that the processes and methods Augustine elected to use in writing his journey
toward the conclusion are readily describable in religious terms. He engaged
written forms of multiple religious practices in the writing of his book.'
Augustine used religious processes because he was working toward a religious
conclusion: the conclusion guided the ordering.

Augustine’s readers are given two clues about his intentions. The first is
the flagship line in which he states his conclusion, ‘[my] heart [is] restless until
[I] find repose in you’. The second follows immediately in the form of a
question, ‘Grant me Lord, to know and understand which is first, to pray to you
for help or to praise you?’> As the story unfolds, Augustine places alternating
emphasis on both prayer and praise, both of which are confessions, and two
sides of the same coin: admission combined with declaration, repentance
interspersed with worship. Robert Lane Fox likens Augustine to another sort of
ancient writer, ‘For [Augustine], as for the Hebrew psalmists, confession had
two aspects: a confession of sins and a “testifying” to God’s works and
goodness.”® The interplay between various spiritual practices mirrors the mixes

of literary forms.

! Rigby, The Theology of Augustine’s Confessions, 6.
2 Augustine, Confessions, Book 1:1,1.
? Lane Fox, Augustine: Conversions and Confessions, 5.
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The practice of confession can be understood in more than one way.
Perhaps the most recognisable form of confession is that most similar to the
Catholic sacrament of going into a confessional booth to confide in a priest and
admit to sin. Here, confession is a practice that deals with issues of
responsibility. In addition to the admission of guilt (I'm sorry for...),
confession can also mean making a form of declarative statement, (I believe...).
Two examples of declarative confession are the Confessio Amentis — ‘The
Lover’s Confession’ — by John Gower, and the German Confessing Church,
that involved dissent against Nazi intrusion on matters of the church. Saint
Augustine demonstrates both forms of confession, placing his emphasis on not
one or the other, but in the alternation between the two. Ralph Waldo Emerson
touches on this when he writes, ‘People do not seem to realize that their
opinion of the world is also a confession of character.”

In Christianity, confession and repentance are biographically linked. In the
Bible, confession is a fundamental action repeatedly required of believers both
in the Old Testament and the New Testament.” The forgiveness of sins by God
through Jesus is the very premise on which rests the entire religion, and this

cannot take place without confession in the sense of regret. Regret, however, is

* Emerson, Ralph Waldo, Essays & Lectures (New York: Library of America, 1983), 1067.

* Old Testament examples: ¢...when anyone becomes aware that they are guilty in any of these matters,
they must confess in what way they have sinned.” - Leviticus 5:5.

¢...and must confess the sin they have committed. They must make full restitution for the wrong they
have done, add a fifth of the value to it and give it all to the person they have wronged.” - Numbers 5:7.
‘On that day they fasted and there they confessed, “We have sinned against the Lord.”” - 1 Samuel 7:6.
‘While Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and throwing himself down before the house of
God...” - Ezra 10:1.

‘I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s family, have committed against you.” -
Nehemiah 1:6.

‘I confess my iniquity; I am troubled by my sin.” - Psalm 38:18.

‘Whoever conceals their sins does not prosper, but the one who confesses and renounces them finds
mercy.’ - Proverbs 28:13.

New Testament Examples: ‘Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.” -
Matthew 3:6.

‘Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.” - Mark 1:5.

‘He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, “I am not the Messiah.”” - John 1:20.

‘Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed what they had done.” - Acts 19:18.
‘Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. ‘ - James
5:16.
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not the end goal. Remorseful confession is, in turn, linked again to declarative
confession, where the emphasis shifts from regret to affirmation: I admit to
wrongdoing, and regret it, and now confess/declare that Jesus is Lord. The
reverse also makes sense: In light of my belief that Jesus is God, I cannot help
but see all my imperfections for what they are — something to be sorry for.

The passages of the Bible that use confession in the declarative sense do so
in a way that incites more than a spoken statement of belief; rather, a lifestyle
committed to being a living example of that statement — as in the case of
worship. The Bible asks followers not simply to make a confession that they
believe in Jesus, but to be the confession: ‘Because of the service by which you
have proved yourselves, others will praise God for the obedience that
accompanies your confession of the gospel of Christ...”%; ‘Fight the good fight
of faith, lay hold on eternal life, to which you were also called and have
confessed the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.”’

At the end of the first book, Augustine summarises the childhood offences
he felt needed confession — everything from lying to his elders to petty theft,
saying of himself, ‘I was a great sinner for so small a boy.”® He wonders if the
offences were simply part of the innocence of boyhood, but he never lets
himself off. He refuses to excuse his own actions and chooses, instead, to take
full responsibility on the grounds that it is habits formed in youth that ripen and
translate so easily into adulthood. Augustine assumes ownership of his
thoughts and actions, and does not place blame on others, or attempt to lessen
his share of the responsibility. He does not shake his fist at God, but confesses

to Him, ‘For this is what you have ordained and so it is with us, that every soul

62 Corinthians 9:13, NIV.
71 Timothy 6:12, NKJV.
8 Augustine, Confessions, Book 1:12,7.
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that sins brings its own punishment upon itself.”” So, Augustine sets his terms
and then tells his readers everything, from his childhood sins to the fixation on
sexual pleasure that began in his teen years.

The tone of Augustine’s confession is one of humility. He is open about
fathering a child with his concubine, admitting that he initially felt it was an
accident before later having a change of heart.'” He divulges the sin of
intellectual pride in his own desire to grow in eloquence.'' He even admits to
lying to his mother before leaving for Italy.'> This record is not particularly
scandalous — they are quite ordinary offences to which the average person can
relate. However, inequities — noteworthy or not — are not details that someone
wanting to leave a good impression would normally share. This is unless, of
course, the rest of the story involves the struggle to overcome those old vices,
the struggle acting as one of many ‘contingent signs’" that point to the
author’s conclusion. Augustine did make fundamental changes to his lifestyle,
eventually to the point of chastity, but he confesses even then that he continued
to struggle.

Augustine’s confession of unceasing temptation, in spite of his lifestyle
changes, evidences not a failure of his conversion, but his humanity and, thus,
his humility. The author’s intention is not to set himself up as an example of
perfect conversion, but to make plain to readers his weakness and imperfection
that, in turn, attract him, with magnetic force, toward the divine perfection he
recognises in God. After he leaves the Manichean sect, having decided
Christianity is the path he wants to take, he admits to procrastination, likening

himself to a drowsy man who knows he must eventually get out of bed, but

? Ibid.

1% 1bid., Book 9:6, 82.

' Ibid., Book 4:14, 32.

12 1bid., Book 5:8, 39.

13 Rigby, The Theology of Augustine’s Confessions, 6.
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tries anyway to extend his sleep for as long as possible.'* He admits to
knowing of man’s propensity to abuse God’s loving grace, using it as a licence
to continue in his sin."” He asks Ambrose to direct his Bible reading, but finds
the book that his friend recommends too tiresome and ends up neglecting it.'®
Like Saint Paul, Augustine confesses a constant battle between his flesh and
spirit, ‘My inner self was a house divided against itself.”'” Augustine’s narrator

voice assumes full responsibility of indecision on the part of his younger self:

When 1 [protagonist] was trying to reach a decision about serving the
Lord my God, as I long intended to do, it was I who willed to take this
course and again it was I who willed not to take it. It was I and I alone.
But I neither willed to do it nor refused to do it with my full will. So I
was at odds with myself. I was throwing myself into confusion. All this
happened to me although I did not want it, but it did not prove that there

. . . 18
was some second mind in me besides my own.

Augustine demonstrates his willingness to admit guilt, and his negative
capability, but he does not dwell only on his sin and failure: to do so would
have resulted in a less appealing read — unbalanced self-criticism can often
have the appearance of false modesty. In character, Augustine does not strike
readers as indulging in self-abasement, because he is not shy about naming his

strengths, but does so with a noticeable lack of arrogance:

For even then I... had an implanted providence over my well-being...I
learned to delight in truth, I hated to be deceived, had a vigorous
memory, was gifted with speech, was soothed by friendship, avoided

pain, baseness, ignorance. In so small a creature, what was not wonderful,

14 Augustine, Confessions, Book 8:5, 70.
15 Ibid., Book 5:10, 40.

1 Ibid., Book 8:2, 67.

17 Ibid., Book 8:8, 73.

18 Ibid., Book 8:9, 74.
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not admirable? But all are gifts of my God: it was not I who gave them
me; and good these are, and these together are myself. Good, then, is He
that made me, and He is my good; and before Him will I exult every good

which of a boy I had."”

Augustine does not resemble a Saintly stereotype. His conversion is a
decision on which he spends the remainder of his life attempting to establish.
The conversion is decidedly lacking in the notion of a miraculous intervention
that rids him of earthly desire. If anything, he presents himself as
underwhelmingly human. The Saint has been accused of naive theological
belief.® An example of this is found in the garden conversion scene where
Augustine hears what he feels is God’s directive to take up his bible and read,
“This could only be a divine command to open my book of Scripture and read

the first passage on which my eyes should fall.”*'

In Augustine’s historical
context, bibliomancy — the use of books in divination — was not uncommon in
certain pockets of society. Rhapsodomancy involved divination by poem or
song; Sortes Virgilianae involved predictions for the future being sought from
the works of Virgil; and Sortes Sacrae involved drawing Holy Lots, usually
from the Psalms, the Prophets, or the four Gospels.”* These practices were
embedded in the belief that scriptures contained oracles for every situation, that
providence would use scripture to give active guidance. Modern-day

Protestants — Christians who do not advocate such practice — would be forgiven

for noticing a resemblance between Saint Augustine’s garden scene and a

" Ibid., Book 1:12, 1.

20 ‘Augustine, Desire, Doing Good, Start the Week - BBC Radio 4,” BBC, [Accessed December 15,
2016], <http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06qhlhv>.

2! Augustine, Confessions, Book 8:12, 77.

2 Byerly, Thomas, and John Timms, ‘The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction,” J. Limbird
10, no. 273 (1828), 34, 192.
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similarly superstitious practice found in a contemporary memoir by Augusten

Burroughs, in which he is taught the practice of ‘Bible-dipping’:

It was like asking a Magic Eight Ball a question, only you were asking
God. The way it worked was, one person held the bible while another
person thought of a question to ask God, like, “Should I get my hair cut
short?” Then the person holding the bible opened it at random, and the
person asking the question dropped his or her finger on the page.

23
Whatever word your finger landed on was your answer.

Careful reading of the Confessions shows that Saint Augustine confessed,
not to set himself apart by painting his life as particularly impressive or
shocking, but to assume responsibility for his actions and to create common

ground on which to connect with readers.

While religion, particularly adherence to one of the major faiths, might no
longer reside at the forefront of twenty-first-century thought, people continue
in the search for meaning in other ways. Jeanette Winterson writes critically
about her experience of Christianity inflicted on her by her adoptive mother,
but she acknowledges the universal need for meaning, ‘The Western world has
done away with religion but not with our religious impulses; we seem to need
some higher purpose, some point to our lives — money and leisure, social
progress, are just not enough.”**

Higher purpose can be described as priorities, conclusions, or organising
principles around which a life revolves. Life priorities can also be likened to

the object of one’s desire, or even worship. Most non-religious people would

3 Burroughs, Augusten, Running with Scissors (London: Atlantic Books, 2002), 76.
* Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? 68.
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resist the idea of meaning or priorities being cast in such religious terms.

However, David Foster Wallace is among those who accept the connection:

The only thing that’s capital-T True is that you get to decide how you’re
going to try to see it. You get to consciously decide what has meaning
and what doesn’t. You get to decide what to worship [...] Because here’s
something else that’s true. In the day-to-day trenches of adult life, there
is actually no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not
worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to
worship. And an outstanding reason for choosing some sort of God or
spiritual-type thing to worship — be it J.C. or Allah, be it Yahweh or the
Wiccan mother-goddess or the Four Noble Truths or some infrangible
set of ethical principles — is that pretty much anything else you worship

will eat you alive.”’

Worship, by definition, is directed at whatever an individual values most:
according to the English Oxford Dictionary, it is a feeling or expression of
reverence or adoration for a deity, or shown toward a person or principle. In
life, worship is expressed in both outward acts, for example, kneeling down or
kissing a ring, and in the integrity of the lifestyle choices the individual makes.
In the Old Testament, people were required to make an expression of worship
to God by making a burnt offering, often in the form of an animal sacrifice;

this was an act of worship.* In the New Testament, believers were told o be

5 Wallace, David Forster, ‘This Is Water’, Alumni Bulletin, Kenyon College, [Accessed September 29,
2016] , <http://bulletin.kenyon.edu/x4280.html>, para. 26 of 31.

% The Holy Bible (NKJV), Genesis 8:20, Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean
animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar.

Exodus 10:25, But Moses said, ‘You must also give us sacrifices and burnt offerings, that we may
sacrifice to the Lord our God.’
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the living sacrifice.”” Outward expressions and inward devotion both reflect the
object of one’s worship, or the values or priorities of a life. The choices a
memoirist makes in curating a story reflect the organising principle in memoir,
whether it is religious or not.

Julie Gregory writes a story of Munchausen By Proxy, about her mother’s
bizarre and medically abusive mental illness. After a lifetime of questioning
her own role in corroborating her mother’s claims, Gregory finally arrives at
her conclusion with a decision, ‘I have got to stop my mother [...] I owe her
nothing [...] my mother is not done yet; she never will be. I pick up the phone
and call Children’s Services.”*®

Helen McDonald writes about how she rekindled a sense of hope by

training a goshawk after the death of her father:

Flying a hawk free, unencumbered by the creance, nothing stopping her
headlong flight out and away but the lines between us; palpable lines, not
physical ones: lines of habit, of hunger, of partnership, of familiarity. Of
something old Falconers would call love. Flying a hawk free is always
scary. It is where you test these lines. And it’s not a thing that is easy to
do when you’ve lost your trust in the world, and your heart is turned to

dust.”’

A memoir’s conclusions might involve scepticism and the journey towards
independence. This is the case in The Road From Coorain by Jill Ker Conway.
In adulthood, Conway rejects multiple assumed roles, two of which are of

religious believer and filial daughter. The adult’s conclusions about God were

7 Ibid., Romans 12:1, I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.

1 Peter 2:5, you also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

% Gregory, Julie, Sickened: The Memoir of a Munchausen By Proxy Childhood (London: Arrow, 2008),
301.

* Macdonald, Helen, H Is for Hawk (London: Jonathan Cape, 2014), 156.
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foreshadowed in the landscape of the harsh and drought-afflicted Australian
outback that led to her father’s suspected suicide, ‘I concluded that the God
who was supposed to heed the fall of the sparrow had lesser morality than
humans. Each clap of dry thunder and each vista of starving animals made the

30 Whilst still in her youth, Conway and her

notion of a loving God a mockery.
mother leave the outback; then, as an adult, she leaves both her elderly mother

and her home country:

I was leaving because I didn’t fit in, never had, and wasn’t likely to. I
didn’t belong for many reasons. I was a woman who wanted to do serious
work and have it make a difference. I wanted to think about Australia in a

way that made everyone else uncomfortable.’'

Because it deals with uncovering the truth about one’s identity, memoir, in
all of its forms, contains some form of confession — or acknowledgement — of
what the memoirist values most. Revelation of organising principles is, at
times, expressed explicitly and, at other times, implicitly, as readers become

acquainted with the author as a character, and as narrator.

Confession in Contemporary Memoir: Mary Karr

Mary Karr has written three memoirs: The Liar’s Club, Cherry, and, Lit. In
cases of serial memoirs, readers are offered the depth of memoir across a time
span more like that of autobiography. Readers who follow the theme of
confession across the written life of Mary Karr might notice maturation, not
only in Karr as a growing character, but as an author dispensing and

reallocating responsibility for the events that shaped her life. As a child in The

¥ Conway, Jill K., The Road from Coorain (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 62-63.
3 Conway, The Road from Coorain, 234.
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Liar’s Club she is able to place the onus of her chaos on others, and most
readers would be glad that she did. As a young adult in Cherry, she begins to
acknowledge her own role in her chaos. Then, as an adult, she assumes
ownership of her chaos, admitting at times to propagating it, and finally
seeking forgiveness.

Although memoir has grown increasingly varied in style and content,
certain themes and common threads can be found running through much of
the genre. Dysfunctional families, abuse, neglect and
class/racial/sexuality/identity hardships are among the readily recognisable
features of memoir. Some of the earliest examples of memoir were written
with the express purpose of giving voice to an author who otherwise would
not have had one. Mistreated parties found in memoir a new avenue for
retribution by naming their oppressors. This could be done with or without
malice, but the calling out of the injustices of the past was an important
element of such stories. This is one of the areas in which healing and some
sense of justice are given to the writer in exchange for the responsibility that
she undertakes with the project. Author Anne Lamott encourages other writers
with, “You own everything that happened to you. Tell your stories. If people
wanted you to write warmly about them, they should've behaved better.”*>
However, there is an important difference between revenge and justice, and
the righting of records. To paint oneself as a victim and point a finger at the
assailant is to over-simplify history, because it is a limited perspective that
does not leave room for memoir’s function: reflective exploration that makes

sense of the experience, and often this is done in conjunction with the

2 @annelamott, “You own everything that happened to you. Tell your stories. If people wanted you to
write warmly about them, they should’ve behaved better.’, 02:16 AM - 24 April 2012,
<https://twitter.com/annelamott/status/194580559962439681?lang=en>, [Accessed March 20, 2016].
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(re)allocation of responsibility.

The Liar’s Club is a childhood narrative in which confession generally
centres on disclosure. Important subjects are Karr’s mother’s mental illness,
her father’s alcoholism, and the two instances of molestation to which Karr
falls victim as a young child. Throughout most of the memoir, Karr paints a
vivid picture of an unstable family dynamic, allowing readers to assign
judgement to the adults, where it most fairly belongs. The conversion that
happens in Karr’s young character is the change in Karr, who starts as a child
who blames her parents for the chaos surrounding them: ‘I had always thought
that what I lacked in my family was some attentive, brownie-baking female to
keep my hair curled and generally Donna-Reid over me.”*” She becomes a
young person who has been given access to the reasons behind her mother’s
instability, a past life in which she had lost everything she loved: ‘Those were
my mother’s demons, then, two small children, whom she longed for and felt
ashamed for having lost.”**

The two instances of sexual abuse prompt two different reactions from the
same child. The first is an innocent child who has been wronged. The second is
one who has begun to question whether she might in some way have been

responsible. In the first instance, Karr does not name her rapist per se, but she

tells on him, the teenaged neighbour who rapes her at the age of seven:

My school record says I weighed about fifty pounds. Think of two
good-sized Smithfield hams— that’s roughly how big I was. Then think
of a newly erect teenaged boy on top of that and pumping between my

legs. It couldn’t have taken very long. (I picture him reading this, and

3 Karr, Mary, The Liars’ Club: A Memoir, 10th anniversary edn (New York: Penguin Books, 2005), 45.
3% Karr, The Liars’ Club, 320.
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long to reach out of the page and grab ahold of his shirtfront that we
might together reminisce some. Hey bucko. Probably you don’t read,
but you must have someone who reads for you...Probably you thought I
forgot what you did, or you figured it was no big deal. I say this now
across decades and thousands of miles solely to remind you of the long

memory my daddy always said I had.)”

Karr does not directly address the babysitter who forces her to perform oral sex
at the age of eight, but she does tell on him. She names the experience in harrowing
detail and, in doing so, implicates not only the perpetrator, but herself and everyone
else, including God, who is not there to rescue her, whose absence allows for the

attack to occur:

No, I can’t get out of this by running. Instead, I wonder why somebody
doesn’t appear in the doorway to lift me out of range of that big, one-eyed
dick staring down at me. If God made the world, the way Carlita Defoe’s
catechism teacher said, then why doesn’t He send some Christian soldier
rushing in with a sword unclanging from its scabbard to stab this man, or
to lop this pecker off at the root? And I know Carole Sharp would say that
this right here is God’s plan for me. Or it’s punishment for some badness I

did — scaring Daddy off maybe.*

Protagonist Karr raises a theological problem — the question of whether God is in
the business of punishing his children for their actions, and, in the panic of the
moment, the question is left unanswered. There is a moment in which blame is

misdirected toward herself. The scene is recounted in present tense, from a

35 Ibid., 66-67.
3 Ibid., 246-247.
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perspective of youthful innocence, and there is confusion over the injustice that she

understands is happening, but for reasons she cannot explain.

Cherry is about Karr leaving home at the age of seventeen. She embarks on a
road trip heading for L.A. with a group of surfer friends. It is a coming of age
memoir that includes the expected assortment of sex, drugs, and rock 'n roll. A
noticeable feature of this book is that Karr elects to use the second person
construction for large portions of the story. One interpretation of this choice is that it
allows for the detachment Karr needed, given the raw emotion of dealing with her
difficult past. It also presents readers with ‘the ironic attitude of the teenager’.”’
Emotional distance can allow readers to feel at an advantage when it comes to
arriving at a verdict on the matters at hand, while possibly also allowing readers to
forget that the evidence presented them was subject to tampering and curating by the
memoirist.

Memoir is not documented fact: it is art, and it is based on a delicate

artistic arrangement. Blake Morrison writes:

It takes special charm in a writer to make us look into our own hearts, or
history, to see if there’s something comparable there. It takes art. Without
art, confessionalism is masturbation. Only with art does it become
empathy [...] Candour doesn’t write itself straight form the heart; it’s a

device, requiring artfulness. **

Memoir requires artfulness just as fiction does. It is, however, different to
fiction in numerous ways. Memoir is based on memories of real life

experiences. Fiction is built by the imagination, but they both deal in the art of

37 Northern Magill, Frank, ed., Cherry, Literary Masterpieces 24 (2001), [Accessed 18 May 2017],
<http://www enotes.com/topics/cherry#summary-summary> .

38 Morrison, Blake, Too True, 9-11.
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storytelling. Memoir is art and, although it usually involves some form of
confession, this is not meant in the sense of a legally binding confession.
Confession in art is designed to manipulate the audience in some way.
Manipulation is a heavily loaded word in light of confession in a legal setting,
or concerning abuses of power. In art, however, manipulation of the audience
by the artist should be assumed, and it is naive to propose that the use of
manipulation is limited to the genre of memoir.

Memoir may, at first, appear more flexible than other forms of life writing,
permitting the use of fictive techniques to interpret experiences, recreating
scenes and conversations, collapsing time, etc. However, poetic licence does

not mean less rigor; often, it demands more. Blake Morrison writes:

Confessional writers who want to offer their readers more than a cheap
thrill must first create a trustworthy persona. [...] to succeed, all traces of
disingenuiness and self-delusion must be purged. Honesty is a policy, not
an involuntary emission of naked ego. Sincerity is a trick, like any other.
The process of being ‘truthful’ as a writer is not unlike that of

constructing a narrative voice in fiction.*

An alternative explanation to Karr’s use of second person point of view is
that, while it does represent detachment on the part of the author, it does so in
such a way as to allow her to express her personal process of self-reckoning.
The author’s interior dialogue gives readers the opportunity to observe Karr, the
author, dealing with Karr, the protagonist. In memoir, this means two aspects of
the same individual and, thus, this internal reckoning is more intimate than in
the case of external exchanges between two different characters. As the narrator
addresses the protagonist with ‘you’, readers become entangled and increasingly

privy to the present Karr, a mature voice’s internal reckoning with her own
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character in her distant past. The confessions of the protagonist Karr are
validated as they are observed from that place of experience. Another
articulation of this type of self-validation happens in psychotherapy or
counselling, when a grown individual is asked to speak to their ‘inner child’,
possibly offering words of comfort or explanation that were not available at the
time.>” The two voices of memoir,*” namely the voice of experience and the
voice of innocence, are both represented. In this instance, they do not take the
storytelling in turns, but relate to one another throughout the narrative. The
effect is a deeper insight into the scenes, as readers are metaphorically invited to
observe a counselling session in which an adult is speaking to their ‘inner child’.
In this excerpt, Karr’s voice of experience speaks to a youthful Karr about her

yearning for a soul mate:

Suddenly you know that the boyfriend you’ve been longing for wouldn’t
solve anything. No one could stave off the bad feeling that wells up inside
you lately. Something is going wrong, but you can’t get any kind of bend

on it, much less name it

As Karr’s authorial voice (the voice of experience) speaks to Karr the
protagonist (the voice of innocence), readers are exposed to a type of holistic
integration. Young Karr doesn’t know what her problem is, although author-
Karr does not name it either, validation comes through the acknowledgement
of this uncertainty.

The use of the second person construction also demonstrates the
complexity of Karr’s relationship with her parents. Before Karr leaves home,

her father asks where she plans to go:

39 Capacchione, Lucia. Recovery of Your Inner Child (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991).
4 Silverman, Fearless Confessions.
4 Karr, Mary, Cherry: A Memoir (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), 204.
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When you say California, he winces at you in disbelief. He says, Who
told you that? Who told you you could do that? As if anybody has told
you much of anything related to your comings and goings for years [...]
Maybe it’s only after your daddy’s been dead fifteen years that you create
this longing of yours for him and his denial of it, because it’s easier to

bear the notion that he rejected you than vice versa.*

Lit, the most recent of Karr’s three memoirs, contains some of the author’s
most significant confessions. Lif covers Karr’s adult life: college, marriage, the
birth of her son, her drinking problem, divorce, rehabilitation and conversion to
Catholicism. It is in Lit that readers encounter a wiser, more humble (humbled)
Karr. In both The Liar’s Club and Cherry, Karr allows responsibility for much
of her childhood chaos to fall on the shoulders of others. In Liz, Karr displays
an increasingly gracious approach and deals with herself with as much ruthless
clarity as she had previously dealt out to others.

As an adult, Karr and her sister are tasked with moving their ageing mother
out of her dilapidated house and into a new condo. The mother has always been
mentally unstable and the source of most of Karr’s turmoil. In the following
scene, the tension is already high. Karr is exhausted, having completed her
mother’s move, and her mother, distraught at having been moved, begins to
hurl accusations: ‘I’ve been sitting here wondering whether it would make you

*43 Karr retreats to the

happy to come in and find me with my brains blown out.
bathroom to brush her teeth. However, having left her wash bag at the other

house, she reaches for, and uses the first toothbrush she can find, then realises

it has been used to scrub the toilet:

“2 Ibid., 8.
* Karr, Mary, Lit: A Memoir (London: Fourth Estate, 2010), 378.
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And, in that instant, my mouth scalded with bleach and shit, I feel the
entire fabric of the world begin to undergo a profound shift [...] I cease to

be myself, or rather, my adult self. Time arcs back, carrying me with

it.. "

As Karr renders vividly the book’s climatic scene, readers are put in the
dual roles of judge over the behaviour she freely admits to, extenuating
circumstances considered, and, priest/confidant, receiving her confession of
guilt. A torrent from the worst of her mother pours out and author-Karr writes
with perspective that protagonist-Karr would not have had in the moment,
‘...and God no longer exists, nor any road for me other than to let land
whatever barbs Mother might pitch. She’s God then, or my fear is God.”*’
Tensions reach tipping point, and finally Karr is provoked to unleash her own

torrent of accusations back upon her mother:

1 spent all day throwing out all the canvasses you never had the balls to
paint on [...] Every shit-sucking day of my whole life you blamed me and
Daddy and Lecia for your not painting [...] You were too fucking scared
to reveal your ugly self'to the world [...] 1 think that is what I said [...]*

As the scene unfolds, it becomes clear that, in writing it, Karr is not
making a confession of guilt in order to seek absolution from her readers —
supporters, who would be all too aware of what Karr’s mother has already put
her through. The confession Karr makes here turns out to be one of character,
one not asking for a verdict, but one in which the verdict has already been

decided. The scene continues:

4 Ibid., 379.
4 Ibid.,380.
4 Ibid.
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And that’s how I find my sinfulness in all its ugliness—not in prayer, but
in its absence. Without God, any discomfort makes me capable of
attacking with piety the defenceless—including a frail, confused old lady
who’s lost her home of fifty years. And it’s for this type of realization

that God—in His infinite wisdom—created mirrors.*’

Though Karr has always used them sparingly, speech marks in dialogue
are dropped completely in the third memoir. Most likely this is an
acknowledgement of the fact that, without the aid of a full transcript, the bulk
of dialogue in any memoir is fictionalised. The underlying message in such a
move is that the author accepts responsibility for everything she remembers,

even the words of others:

I visit Father Kane [...] to make my confession. I sit weeping across
from him, fully aware of the ingratitude I’ve occasionally nurtured and
fertilized like a garden of black vines. Which posture rankles him. Oh,

get up, Mary, he said, you know damn well God loves you.*

Augustine confesses his weaknesses and notes his strengths. He assumes
responsibility for his actions and, when appropriate, allows responsibility to fall
on the shoulders of others. Contemporary memoir often mirrors Augustine’s
Confessions as they expose authors’ weaknesses and strengths, and allow
memoirists to give and take responsibility however they see fit. On a macro-
level, simply by writing a memoir, authors claim responsibility or ownership
over their own experiences, owning and confessing their stories. In doing so,

they allow responsibility or blame to fall on whichever guilty parties played a

47 Ibid.
8 Ibid., 384.
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role in their versions of their story. When an author names the experiences and
includes incidents of wrongdoing, readers are allowed to form their own
judgements, and are invited to accept the verdicts that (readers do well to
remember) have already been decided by the author. By approaching memoir
with this level of discernment and awareness, readers are equipped to draw
much from the genre.

Confession as a human urge, as well as the urge to encourage the
confessions of one another, can be viewed in a positive or negative light.
Gandhi says, ‘Confession of errors is like a broom which sweeps away the dirt
and leaves the surface brighter and clearer. I feel stronger for confession.”* As
Gandhi proposes, confession can be a simple method of cleaning the slate — so,
to encourage confession from others would be to wish them a lighter
conscience. It can be assumed that Augustine would encourage others to
practice confession for both therapeutic and theological reasons — so that they
might be able to experience the peace of God.

A more cynical view is that confession was institutionalised, ‘not in
response to desire or compulsion [...] but to instil anxiety as much as to cure it,
to control and discipline as much as to comfort’.>® Confession can be made for
positive or negative motivations, and to good or bad effect. In History of
Sexuality: An Introduction, Michael Foucault describes the relational aspect of
confession, a description congruent with earlier descriptions of dialogue
between various internal selves in memoir writing. Opposing the Catholic

view, Foucault says that confession is,

¥ Gandhi, and Dennis Dalton. Selected Political Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co., 1996),
[Accessed 3 January 2017], <http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx ?p=624317>, 33.

%0 Taylor, Chlog, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault: A Genealogy of the “Confessing
Animal” (New York; London: Routledge, 2010), 2.

341



A ritual of discourse where the subject who speaks corresponds with the
subject of the statement; it is also a ritual which unfolds in a relationship
of power, since one doesn’t confess without the presence, at least the
virtual presence, of a partner who is not simply an interlocutor but the
agency that requires the confession, imposes it, weighs it, and intervenes

. . 14 51
to judge, punish, pardon, console, reconcile.

There is an inescapable degree of vulnerability involved whenever an
individual makes disclosures of self to another, and the case is no different in
memoir. Taylor’s study on confession includes an important point about
manipulation made by Peter Brooke, in that ‘Confession on this account turns
into a subtle act of aggression, a demand for self-judgement and counter-
confession on the part of the interlocutor, a demand for a kind of common

transparency in the assumption of generalized guilt.”>*

Memoir’s critics might
consider this type of manipulation a warning sign — a flaw in the genre.
Defenders of the genre are likely to cite cultivation of human
interconnectedness through shared experiences as universal aims and benefits
of confession in memoir. In Reading Spaces, Nancy K. Miller does just this,
writing on her reading experience that is infused with empathy: ‘I inserted
myself into the memoirs of others for a good cause, [...] the traffic of egos, we

53 o, .
’>” The genre’s critics, however,

might say, moves along a two- way street.
make accusations of self-absorption. In direct response to Miller, Chloe Taylor

writes:

This seems like narcissism, [...] an egocentric reading practice, however
harmless, and yet Miller describes it as ethical because it involves a

relationship between self and other, even if the other is merely a path

5! Foucault, Michael, ‘History of Sexuality: An Introduction’, in Taylor, Chlo¢, The Culture of
Confession, 7.

52 Brooks, Peter, in Ibid., 173.

33 Miller, Nancy K., ‘But Enough about Me, What Do You Think of My Memoir?’ The Yale Journal of
Criticism 13.2 (Fall 2000): 421-36.
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back to the self and her difference is only an opportunity for comparison

with the reader herself.>*

Taylor is right in that a ‘necessary relationship’ and sense of
interconnectedness between authors and readers in no way equates goodness,
as ‘it would be difficult to commit murder or rape without the involvement,
however passive or involuntary, of another person.”” Miller, observing
memoir’s critics, responds, ‘They seem to hate the form from its foundations,
decrying its necessary component—the self.”*® The debate begs the question:
would it be preferable for individuals not to confess to each other, better not to
disclose personal stories to one another? What is the alternative? Should an
entire genre be discredited because of the cases of perversion, self-indulgent or
manipulative confession? I would argue no.

Inevitably, there are good and bad examples of any form in any genre.
Apart from dismissing the existence of an entire genre, the course of progress
involves discernment on the part of readers, and the disciplined practice of
reflection on the part of memoirists. The creation of a trustworthy persona, one
free of posturing and self-delusion, involves rigorous reflection. Careful
consideration is required to carve out a voice that rings true, while even more
effort in the form of self-control is needed to remove what is extraneous and
indulgent. So, here begs the contemporary practitioner’s next question: What is
the difference between narcissism and acceptable levels of attention to self?
This is the point in the debates surrounding confession in memoir at which a

re-examination of the origins in religious narrative can prove insightful.

34 Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault, 172.
55 -
Ibid., 171.
56 Miller, ‘But Enough about Me, What Do You Think of My Memoir?’ 431.
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4. Reflection

Augustine is known for his significant role in life writing and for his theology.
Because his quest for truth was entwined with his study of religion and the

nature of belief, deep theological reflection is woven throughout his story:

Thus, he alone can see the truth who confesses it—that is, he who, in order to
carry out the praising confession, accepts confessing his own faults. If I do not
accuse myself (and thus liberate myself) of my faults, truth will not be able not to

accuse them in me by its light, and I will not be able not to hate it.'

Augustine’s Confessions continues to be studied today because it is an
example of an unprecedented way of relating to God in writing, and also
because many of the intellectual problems with which Augustine wrestled
remain unanswerable. In the final four books of the Confessions, Augustine
details the questions about God with which he continues to grapple. He was a
man of deep philosophical and theological curiosity, who sought intellectual
satisfaction in addition to spiritual experience. In addition to the project of
uncovering the truth about his self, he extends his enquiry beyond the self.
Augustine engaged in reflection on the very nature of thought, memory, time,
and creation. He did this because it was, for him, a necessary part of making
sense of his life — the absence of this wider inquiry would have equated an
incomplete search for truth.

Augustine’s tone throughout the text is one of humility, the sort that results
from an awareness of one’s own ignorance. This was an example that was
missed by many other religious authors who wrote with a tone of certainty, and

sometimes arrogance. In Book 11, Augustine writes about problems relating to

! Marion, Jean-Luc., In the Self’s Place: The Approach of Saint Augustine, Cultural Memory in the
Present (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2012), 119.
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the concept of time, asking why we pray when God already knows everything,
and how a voice that has not yet ended can be measured.” Augustine is aware
of the limitations of his cognition when he writes, ‘but our knowledge,
compared with yours, is ignorance’.’ Augustine believes that his access to God
comes solely through the forgiveness of sin; therefore, in his narrative there is
a natural progression from introspection to confession: ‘I do this, my God, not
because I love those sins, but so that I may love you.”* He writes to a God
whom he truly believes to be omniscient, all-seeing. His tone and methods of
inquiry show he knows that his confession cannot reveal anything to God. He
says that, if he refused to confess, ‘I should only be shielding my eyes from
seeing you, not hiding myself from you.””> Confession, stemming from a place
of deep private reflection, is the means by which it becomes possible for
Augustine to ‘have God favourably, to receive from him the vita beata’ (the
blessed life).® And this is Augustine’s chief concern: the expression of his own
journey. This is why there is a lack of ‘preaching’ in the Confessions.
Augustine dealt primarily with the matters of his own heart as opposed to that
of his readers’. By examining his reflections on life and God, it becomes
increasingly clear that Augustine did not hold himself up as a role model for

readers to follow, nor did he confess to satisfy narcissistic leanings.

Reflection, therefore, is a key component in both the reading and writing
of good memoir because it forms the antidote to the accusations of narcissism
and self-centeredness that plague the genre. Authors of memoir who have

achieved eminence in other areas of their lives are usually excused for

2 Ibid., Book 11:1, 112.

3 Ibid., Book 11:4, 114.

4 Ibid., Book 2:1,11.

5 Ibid., Book 10:2, 90.

8 Marion, In the Self’s Place, 118.
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believing that readers would like to know more about their inner workings.
Well-known authors are, therefore, slightly protected from the usual
accusations launched at the genre. Otherwise unexceptional authors might be
accused of self-indulgence and a misguided willingness to share.

Reflection is contemplation, the long consideration of life, ideas, and
belief. It is a spiritual discipline often likened to meditation, but one that differs
significantly, in that meditation is about clearing or emptying the mind, while
reflection requires input on which to reflect in order to gain feedback. Self-
reflection, when understood as a quest for truth, is the starting point of self-
awareness — which, in turn, prevents narcissism. There are good and bad
memoirs, just as there is good and bad art of any form. However, the difference
between good and bad memoir, as far as narcissism is concerned, relates
directly to the author’s practice of reflection — the level of mental rigor applied
to the presentation of self through story, but also involves the sense of security
that stems from self-knowledge on the part of the reader. Readers approach
memoir differently to how they approach fiction;’ in turn, the effect memoir

has on readers is different to that of fiction:

You don’t read literary memoirs because something extraordinary
happened to the writer or because the writer is someone famous and

fabulous. You read them because, at their heart, they’re about you too."

‘Substantial, powerful, and edifying literature succeeds, at least in part,
because we know it to be true on the basis of our own lives, our own human

experience.”’ Nancy K. Miller calls memoir, ‘the most generous of modern

7 Couser, Memoir, Digital location 171.

8 Zierman, Addie, ‘7 (Literary) Memoirs Worth Reading,’, [Accessed June 10, 2014],
<http://addiezierman.com/2014/06/10/7-literary-memoirs-worth-reading/>.

% Schaap, James, ‘When a Spider is Only a Spider’, in Ryken, The Christian Imagination, 288.
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genres’,'” but this can seem paradoxical when dealing with a literary form so
prone to self-absorption. Does the artist, who paints nothing but self-portraits,
not promote self-interest and, therefore, isolation rather than generosity and
interconnectedness? Miller continues, ‘The six degrees of separation that mark
the distance from your life to another’s are really, as it turns out, degrees of

connection. And my memoir is about you.”"'

How is it possible to make art
about oneself without making that self the sole focus? The answer relates to
the role of art.

If art — or, specifically, the writing of memoir — is made only for the
purpose of giving vent to whatever the memoirist wishes to express, if it is
only for the memoirist to make sense of his or her life, free of regard for the
audience, then self-indulgence is practically unavoidable. If, however, the
memoirist approaches with the idea that the role of memoir is to make sense of
the life in writing whilst communicating successfully with the audience, then
self-reflection becomes a prerequisite. To view literature as a conversation is
to appreciate its relational property, its ability to form connections. By this
standard, in order for a memoir to qualify as a contribution to literature, it must
foster connection. Tolstoy identifies this theory — connection as the aim of art
—1in What is Art? *Art is one of the means of intercourse between man and

man 512

Readers can perceive whether a book was written not for their benefit,
but solely for the author’s — and many memoirs are — and this is part of the
reason why the genre has been so criticised. If a successful connection with the

reader is important to the memoirist, then the project itself will evidence that

concern.

1 Miller, Nancy K., ‘But Enough about Me, What Do You Think of My Memoir?’, 421-36.
" Miller, ‘But Enough about Me, What Do You Think of My Memoir?’, 433.
2 Tolstoy, Leo, What Is Art? 384.
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The work of memoir is a two-sided blade: one side is the crafting of the
story, the other is relating it to others. A life constitutes a collection of
experiences; an experience is something that remains abstract until it is
contained — in this case, named in words — so that it can be understood by the
self in question, and by others. Memoir is an attempt by the author to pull
previously abstract feelings and memories into concrete words, to give
experience form that can then be passed on to, and digested by, another. Miller
writes, ‘The genre of memoir is not about terminal “moi-ism”, as it’s been

’13 When this is done

called, but rather a rendez-vous, as it were, with the other.
successfully, there is integration for the memoirist, and interconnectedness with
readers. An exchange takes place.

An author makes his offering and it is given in exchange for a connection,
through understanding or even approval; a reader gives her time, money,
attention in exchange for understanding, potential healing, enjoyment, and the
opportunity to approve or reject the memoirist’s expression. Whatever the
response, the exchange has occurred and could only occur once a connection
was made. The connection can only be made if the reader is receptive to the
proposition that memoir tends to represent.

This propositional aspect of memoir is in equal parts powerful and
problematic. The confessional subject’s motivation not only ‘to tell their own
confessions, but to hear the confessions of others’'* reflects this. In The
Reading Cure, Blake Morrison notes that the use of literature as therapy ‘has a

hint of homeopathy about it — like curing like.”'” Proponents of bibliotherapy

believe that literature has the power to comfort and heal because of its ability to

" Ibid., 422.

" Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault, 167.

15 Morrison, Blake, ‘The Reading Cure’, The Guardian, [Accessed April 27, 2015],
<http://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/jan/05/fiction.scienceandnature>.
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relate and, thereby, to normalise experience.'® This is often also the case with
memoir, as it is a form that can say to a reader, me foo. These are what Brené
Brown calls ‘the two most powerful words when we’re in struggle’."”

However, even when a story is told well, a heartening me foo runs the risk of

being misconstrued as a more intrusive, what about you?

To speak of one’s past is always an invitation to others to think and
possibly speak of their own. Any autobiographical venture has the
potential of setting in motion a symposium of autobiographical responses
[...] Each participant tests his/her reality in the course of such
interchanges and may make a contribution which either nods in
agreement or says, ‘Yes, but...” or ‘No, life is not like that; it wasn’t that

way for me.”'®

Whether or not an author intends to ask this question of a reader, whether
or not strategic manipulation is involved, there are times when the personal
nature of memoir will challenge a reader in personal ways, and not every
reader welcomes this. The journey of self-reflection on which a memoirist
embarked cannot be imposed on readers if they are not ready. And, if they are
not ready, the invitation to take a similar journey into the self can be met with
defensive and deflecting accusations of self-indulgence on the part of the
author. Therefore, there are occasions when accusations are made to deflect
attention away from a reader who does not wish to partake in memoir’s
exchange, even if the memoirist has done all the necessary work to forge a
connection through art. There are also other occasions when accusations are

made simply because they are deserved.

16 Jack, Sarah J., and Kevin R. Ronan, ‘Bibliotherapy: Practice and Research,” School Psychology
International 29, no. 2 (May 2008), 167.

17 «“Brené Brown: Listening to Shame | TED Talk | TED.com.”, [Accessed September 27, 2017],
<https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_listening to shame.>.

'8 Rosen, Harold, Speaking from Memory: A Guide to Autobiographical Acts and Practices (Stoke-on-
Trent: Trentham, 1998), 30.
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C.S. Lewis is an example of an author who deals well with Christian
themes without alienating non-religious readers. Lewis was successful in
tackling religious subject matter creatively for audiences spanning different
cultures and generations. His nonfiction is known for being deeply personal
and reflective, whilst maintaining high levels of intellectual precision. This is
why, in the first instance, Lewis’s mention of autobiography in Preface to
Paradise Lost can come as a surprise: ‘To admire Satan [in Paradise Lost] is to
give one’s vote not only for a world of misery, but also for a world of lies and
propaganda, of wishful thinking, of incessant *autobiography.’'* What does
Lewis have against autobiography that would cause him to associate it with
Satan? Does Lewis not consider himself a practitioner of self-life writing?
Large portions of Lewis’s work are not only autobiographical, but also
memoir-like: reflective on a profoundly personal level, displaying
compassionate self-care and sensitivity. By his actions alone, it is clear that
Lewis is not against the practice of writing the self, so the emphasis of this
inquiry into his condemnation of ‘incessant autobiography’ should fall on the
word ‘incessant’. In Abnormal: lectures at the College de France, 1974-1975,
Foucault uses a similar phrase when differentiating between a witch and a
possessed woman, the latter submitting to ‘the practice of permanent
autobiography.”*’ It appears that the problem lies not with attention to self, but
with inappropriately prolonged attention to self.

Perhaps the difference between indulgent self-attention and appropriate

self-awareness is this: self-absorption remains inward-focused, whereas self-

% Lewis, C. S. 4 Preface to Paradise Lost. Oxford Paperbacks (London: Oxford University Press, 1971),
102.

2 Foucault, Michel, Valerio Marchetti, Antonella Salomoni, and Arnold Ira Davidson. Abnormal:
Lectures at the Collége de France, 1974-1975. 1, Picador USA edn. Lectures at the Collége de France.
(New York, NY: Picador, 2003), 184, in Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault,
3.
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awareness can only be achieved from a removed, impersonal position. The
ability to see oneself from the outside — to look upon oneself as one would look
upon any other — results in self-awareness, not self-absorption. It is possible to
remain in a state of incessant self-absorption, which is inward attention lacking
self-awareness; but, by virtue of what it is, self-awareness cannot be incessant.
Self-awareness, the thing that tells one not to overdo something, is the result of
sober self-reflection. An author in possession of self-awareness, who
approaches an audience to present work that is well considered (as opposed to
self-absorbed), is an artist making moves in the direction of community and
integration. Persistent navel-gazing, on the other hand, is the opposite of
making connections. When an artist’s focus is on him/herself rather on the
successful transmission of the artwork, then art — as Tolstoy and others would
have it — is not happening; connections are not being made and there is,
instead, separation.

In Christian theology, hell can be defined as separation from God*' and
many would argue, not only from God, but separation from others as well.”
Lewis draws a striking illustration of this in his allegory The Great Divorce,
where hell is depicted as a city in which people have the ability to move across
town, away from anyone who has offended them. The result is an utterly
desolated sprawl in which inhabitants dwell in isolation.” Therefore, in the

sense that self-absorption promotes separation rather than connection, Lewis

makes a fair point when he links incessant autobiography to admiration of

21 “Hell Is Getting A Makeover From Catholics; Jesuits Call It a Painful State But Not a Sulfurous Place -
The New York Times,” [Accessed July 3, 2017], <http://www.nytimes.com/1999/09/18/arts/hell-getting-
makeover-catholics-jesuits-call-it-painful-state-but-not-sulfurous.html>, Para. 29 of 32.

22 Barolini, Teodolinda. ‘Medieval Multiculturalism and Dante’s Theology of Hell’ (Columbia
University, 2006), 102.

B Lewis, C. S., The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis Signature Classics Edition, (London: HarperCollins,
2015), 8.
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Satan in Paradise Lost.

Saint Augustine is renowned for his introspection, but close reading of his
Confessions unearths little evidence of self-absorption, or ‘incessant
autobiography’. The saint was not fixated on himself, his achievements or his
wickedness; he was clear that his interests lay in seeking God. However, from
the text it is apparent that Augustine’s search was personal rather than
evangelical. Although he is aware of his audience, the writing lacks a tone of
persuasion or instruction designed to persuade readers toward God.

It is illogical to accuse Augustine of telling his readers to follow his lead,
because his book is not addressed to his readers; rather, it is addressed to God,
whom he has already acknowledged to be all-knowing. Chloe Taylor touches
on the matter of Augustine’s treatment of his audience in her study of the
genealogy of confession. Taylor proposes that Augustine suffers anxiety over
the question of his intended audience, accusing him of specifying ‘that they
should be other Christians or other “worshippers”.”** Taylor claims, ‘Augustine
stipulates this desire for the same because he fears that non-Christian readers
would mock him, and thus he tries to control the response of the other who

hears his confession.”*

Taylor’s interpretation is unusual, and lacks specific
reference. One of the few mentions Augustine does make in regard to his
readers is found in Book 10, in which he prays for his story to speak to his

‘true brothers’, hoping for them to have a revelatory experience similar to his

own:

# Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault, 169.
* Ibid., 169.
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Let all who are truly my brothers love in me what they know from your
teaching to be worthy of their love, and let them sorrow to find in me

what they know from your teaching to be occasion for remorse.*

Taylor’s claim, that he wants only a likeminded audience because he fears
the mockery of others, is questionable in light of the level of disclosure
contained throughout the rest of the book. If he wants readers to be ‘the same’
— as Taylor intimates — because he fears the opinions of those who are
different, then he could have kept his story to himself. While Augustine
certainly does express anxious and ambivalent thoughts on various topics, this
is done for the express purpose of a narrative that leads to the conclusion that is
the relief of those anxieties. He acknowledges uncertainty and demonstrates
negative capability when he writes: ‘Again I become a prey to my habits,
which hold me fast. My tears flow, but still I am held fast.”*” Augustine is clear
on his hopes for finding resonance with his readers, ‘And the good are glad to
hear of the past sins of others who are now free of them. They are glad, not
because those sins are evil, but because what was evil is now evil no more.”*®
Augustine is aware of his readers and hopes they will affirm his confessions,
but the message of you should do as I did commonly found in much religious
narrative is decidedly absent in his memoir.

Augustine writes about himself and his personal journey toward faith
without apparent evangelical agenda. He mentions his readers on only a few
occasions, and this is done as part of his wider conversation with God rather

than to instruct, admonish or persuade. His prayer to God concerning his

* Augustine, Confessions, Book 10:4, 91.
2 Ibid., Book 10:40, 111.
2 Ibid., Book 10:3, 90.
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readers is predominantly that they might have the charity to accept his words as

honest and authentic.?

Reflection in Contemporary Practice: Dave Eggers

Saint Augustine paints a balanced image of the self by disclosing a
harmonious mix of strengths and weaknesses, within the context of a sincere
quest for truth. Augustine’s chief focus remains fixed on the quest itself, while
his secondary focus is on communicating that quest to readers. Dave Eggers
takes a different approach in 4 Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius. His
memoir is about his guardianship over his seven-year-old brother that came
about after the death of their parents. Like the Confessions, the book is an
exercise in self-discovery, with each device and inclusion of detail designed to
further the overall message of the book. However, Eggers’s style is quite unlike
that of Saint Augustine.

A Heartbreaking Work is particularly well known for being a genre-
bending memoir. Perhaps heeding the creative writers’ adage, never let the
facts get in the way of the truth,’’ Eggers pushes the boundaries of the genre,
satirising it by using humour in unexpected and unprecedented ways. The
memoir begins with 40 pages of Preface and a list of ‘Rules and Suggestions
for Enjoyment of this Book’, the first of which is:

1. There is no overwhelming need to read the preface. Really. It exists
mostly for the author, and those who, after finishing the rest of the book,
have for some reason found themselves stuck with nothing else to read. If

you have already read the preface, and wish that you had not, we

29 -
1bid.

3 Mowat, Farley, International Festival of Authors in Toronto, 1999, [Accessed 8 June 2017],

<http://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/in-farley-mowat-s-words-the-truth-is-what-is-important-

1.1810809>.
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apologize. We should have told you sooner.’'

The remaining pages of preamble contain what is essentially a mockery of
the disclaimers that most other memoirists make. Most memoirists will add a
small note at the beginning of the book to acknowledge the changing of names
and/or to explain the decisions behind the fictionalisation of certain scenes.
Being up front is a practice endorsed by Mary Karr in The Art of Memoir,
where she writes on the ethical difference between using fictive techniques and

lying to readers:

It’s hard to lend credence to any after-the-fact confession [...] It’s as if
after lunch the deli guy quipped, “I put just a teaspoon of catshit in your
sandwich, but you didn’t notice it at all.” To my mind, a small bit of
catshit equals a catshit sandwich, unless I know where the catshit is and

can eat around it.*

Eggers’s preface parodies the practice, to the extent of including a list of
all the changes made since the previous edition, and deals with the issue of

name changing. An example of such is the character called John:

In real life, Meredith Weiss, who is real, does not know John all that well.
The person who in real life acted as intermediary was not Meredith, but
another person, whose presence would give away the connection, indeed,
would give away poor John, and we could not have that. Thus, the author
called Meredith:

‘Hey.’

‘Hey.’

“So, do you mind doing [such and such] and saying [such and such],
which in real life you did not actually do and say?”

‘No, not at all.’

3! Eggers, Dave, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (London: Picador, 2014), Digital location
16.
32 Karr, Mary, The Art of Memoir, 11.
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So that was that. It should be noted though, that Meredith’s main
scene, in Chapter V, contains no fabrications. You can ask her. She lives
in Southern California. Otherwise, name changes are addressed in the

body of the text. Hoo-ha.*

The Heartbreaking Work is an exception to the general rules of the genre.
A Staggeringly Postmodern Work of Literary Trickery is an article published
by the Guardian about the predominantly rave reviews Eggers received for his
memoir, suggesting that the majority of the reading world was ready to
embrace Eggers’ break from convention. Graham Caveney called it, ‘a post-
modern elegy that ironises its song even as it sings it’.>* Adam Begley is less
enthusiastic about the book and says, ‘It marks an especially self-conscious
moment in the ongoing of the proliferation of “those memoir sorts of
books”.”** For those who did not enjoy the book, that self-consciousness was
probably interpreted as indulgent, a trait that overshadowed the rest of the
story. Others allowed for it precisely because the self-consciousness was done
consciously, ‘Forget post-modernism; we’re talking post-post-modernism

here.”*

Regardless of how it was received by readers, the book is certainly
evidence of a new and higher level of self-consciousness on the part of a
memoirist.

One example of Eggers’ self-consciousness is his use of metanarrative in

several scenes, one of the first instances of which happens in a conversation

with Toph, his little brother:

‘So. Big day huh?’ I say.

3 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, Digital location 46.

3 <A Staggeringly Post-Modern Work of Literary Trickery,” The Guardian, August 9, 2000, sec. Books,
[Accessed 7 June 2017], <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2000/aug/09/1>, para 6 of 13.

¥ Ibid., para. 12 of 13.

3 Ibid., para. 2 of 13.
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‘Yeah,” he says.

‘I mean, a lot happened. A full day, this was.’

‘Yeah. The half day at school, then the basketball, and then dinner,
and the open house, and then ice-cream, and a movie—I mean, it was
almost as if it was too much to happen in one day, as if a number of days
had been spliced together to quickly paint a picture of an entire period of
time, to create a whole-seeming idea of how we are living, without
having to stoop (or rise) to actually pacing the story out.’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘No. I think it’s good, it’s fine. Not entirely believable, but it works

fine, in general. It’s fine.””’

It is a jab at the entire genre, but via himself and, intentionally, for the most
part. The turning point in the story comes during Eggers’ ‘fake’
interview/audition for MTV’s The Real World. The conversation is similar to
the exchange with his brother, set out above. He and his interviewer become

aware that they are conversing to meet a need in the overall narrative:

And why are you telling me this?

I don’t know. These are the stories I tell. Isn’t that what you’re
looking for? [...]

Tell me something: this isn’t really a transcript of the interview is it?

No

This is a device, this interview style. Manufactured and fake.

It is.

It’s a good device though. Kind of a catchall for a bunch of
anecdotes that would be too awkward to force together otherwise.

38
Yes.

This scene, however, is also where Eggers exposes some of his more
traditionally memoir-like reflections. While discussing how Eggers would be

able to move into the Real World house for the duration of the filming process,

7 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, Digital location 2070.
3 Ibid., Digital location 3204.
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he begins to open up about his mother. Here, he explains the deal he and his

sister made about caring for their younger brother:

The deal was [...] we wouldn’t feel obliged to make the all-encompassing
sacrifices that our mom had made, that had for all intents and purposes
killed her, we felt.

On your application you said it was cancer.

Well, sure, technically [...] Beth and I got to thinking about that its
contraction, the development of this cancer, was due to her internalization
of all her stress [...] in a way, it was like a soldier jumping on a mine to
save his...maybe that’s a poor analogy. I mean, she swallowed the chaos,
sequestered it there, and there it festered and grew and darkened and then
it was cancer.

Do you really believe that?

Sure. Kind of.”

About this scene Thomas Larson writes, ‘At last, a book that’s been
pretending to be a memoir suddenly becomes one — the irrepressible kind in
which you begin to utter truth, truths that have been growing weed like within

because you’ve been so afraid that your telling them will hurt,”*

Eggers’
subversion of traditional memoir is itself the means by which he makes his
expression.”’ Eggers, like other memoirists, performs a written search for
meaning, but one that is eventually frustrated by the author’s conclusion that he

cannot, with satisfaction, convey meaning successfully. The book ends with a

rant directed at readers:

I’'m trying to get your stupid fucking attention I’ve been trying to show

% Ibid., Digital location 3346.

4 L arson, The Memoir and the Memoirist, 93.

4 Alvarez, Krystal, ‘That Was Uncalled For: Dave Eggers’s A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius
Subverts the Genre of Traditional Autobiography as an Attempt at Rendering His Life.” Florida
International University, 2009, [Accessed 08 June 2017],
<http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2405 &context=etd>.
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you this, just been trying to show you this— What the fuck does it take to
show you motherfuckers, what does it fucking take what do you want
how much do you want because I am willing and I’ll stand before you
and I’ll raise my arms and give you my chest and throat and wait, and

I"ve been so old for so long, for you, for you...*

The Eggers portrayed in and through the memoir is a young man trying his
best to cope with more responsibility than fairly is placed on most people his
age. His breaks from convention and fiery temperament, both as a character
and as an author, match the circumstances about which he writes, at a time in
which he lacks the maturity and emotional resources to deal with those
circumstances any differently.

A Heartbreaking Work is what Larson calls ‘sudden memoir’, in which the
most recent life events are examined and ‘avoids the hindsight of age and
captures something before memory can edit it.”® The book was written when
the Eggers character was 30, still relatively young and near to the time of the
experiences about which he writes. Joan Didion’s 4 Year of Magical Thinking
is another example of ‘sudden memoir’, this time written by a more mature
memoirist but compiled in just three months, and completed exactly one year
and one day after the death of her husband. The suddenness of Eggers’ book is
evident in the energy with which he renders his story. There are huge sections,
such as writing samples from the failed start-up magazine, that arguably do not
strengthen the overall narrative and, if given more time, might have been
omitted by the author himself. Had he spent more time in reflection, and waited
twenty years to write the memoir of this period of his life, the book would
likely have turned out differently. But, as it is, they are included and those

inclusions serve as real-life indications of what the author is dealing with at the

2 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, Digital location 6441.
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time of his writing — something not out of place in memoir. Perhaps it is this
urgency that gives Eggers the courage to take risks and permission to play with
form.

A Heartbreaking Work serves as a stark reminder that every memoir
contains a unique mixture of facts and imagination that enable the author to
uncover truth — subjective or ultimate — in order to communicate it to readers.
Eggers lays claim to his right to use his imagination and make breaks from
conventional form. When readers are mindful of memoir being a form of art,
they are more free to experience the type of connection that art serves to make,
to engage in ‘sympathetic identification’ by accessing life stories without the

obstacle of being overly concerned with accuracy of the facts.

Sympathetic identification allows us to enter other lives and to live them
from the inside. It goes without saying that the other lives we live at such
times are not necessarily the true lives of the others to whom they

belong.*?

Saint Augustine demonstrates his interest in connection and sympathetic
identification when he prays that his readers should be like brothers in
experience.* Eggers reveals his vulnerability and conflicted yearning to
connect with others, albeit haphazardly hidden underneath all of his self-
consciousness, frustrations, and postmodern devices: ‘I am there. I was there.
Don’t you know I am connected to you? Don’t you know I am trying to pump

blood to you, that this is for you, that I hate you people...”*

# Coetzee and Kurtz, The Good Story, 134.
* Augustine, Confessions, Book 10:4, 91.
* Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, Digital location 6441.
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5. Testimony

In the Confessions, Augustine never points a finger to blame his failures on
others, nor does he withhold credit from others for the positive influence they
have had on his life. He gives honour where it is due, and consistently finds
cause to relate his interaction with people back to God with gratitude. He tells
the story of his childhood friend who is baptised on his deathbed, and, at their
final meeting, admonishes Augustine not to joke about his conversion.' The
death of this friend causes Augustine great anguish and, in his mourning, he
asks difficult questions about the nature of human love and his choice for it
over divine love: ‘What madness, to love a man as something more than
human!’* Augustine resolves the matter by choosing to love other friends
again, returning to his former ways, and eventually leaving home. Later, he
tells readers of his respect and love for Ambrose, the Bishop of Milan, whom
he reports was altruistic and always busy serving the needs of others.’
Augustine is also encouraged by Simplicianus, father of Ambrose, to whom he
goes for advice.* He includes friends such as Alypius, who is with him in the
garden the day he makes his commitment to dedicating his life fully to God. As
testament to the depth of the friendship, Alypius is quick to listen and to join
Augustine in his conversion.’

It is not only his friends who have an impact on Augustine. He pauses to

consider a beggar on the street, sitting in ‘joyous ignorance,’® and is led to

! Augustine, Confessions, Book 4:4, 26.
2 Ibid., Book 4:6, 27.

3 Ibid., Book 6:3, 44.

4 Ibid., Book 8:2, 67.

5 Ibid., Book 8:12, 77.

6 Ibid., Book 6:6, 47.
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ponder the question of which of them was better off. He questions his own
decision to dedicate a book to Hierius, and the feelings of admiration he
directed to the popular Roman orator, ‘My feeling for him was [...] something
quite serious, the kind of admiration that I should have liked to win for
myself.”” Each mention of another is evidence that Augustine sees himself as
part of a community. He lives in community and thoughtful relationship with
those around him. He is not so navel-gazing or self-interested as to make
himself the sole character of his story; instead, he shares his setting with others,
‘Having read the life of this extremely inward-looking man, we suddenly
realize, to our surprise, that he has hardly even been alone.”®

While Augustine shows that his supporting cast impacted his story and
were deserving of mention, none is more so than his mother, Monica, who the
author refers to as ‘God’s handmaiden’.’ Monica is a devout Catholic, who
pleads with her son to follow in her footsteps. She set an attractive example
over the course of his gradual conversion, and Augustine considers her a cause
for thanksgiving. As Augustine matures and becomes increasingly involved in
a lifestyle that opposes his mother’s preferences, Monica’s values persist in his
mind. He is ever mindful that her prayer is for the salvation of his soul.
Stereotypically, the long-suffering, disapproving, religious mother character is
one who does a great deal of nagging. However, in the Confessions, it appears
that Monica manages to make her preferences known to her son without
pushing him to the point of exasperation or senseless rebellion. Augustine
writes only fondly of her.

Monica is portrayed as a faithful and humble believer. When a prestigious

7 Ibid., Book 4:14, 30-31
¥ Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, 180.
? Augustine, Confessions, Book 9:13, 89.
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position opens up in Rome for Augustine, Monica pleads with her son to stay.
Augustine laments the fact that, knowing it would cause her great pain, he
ignored her pleas and chose instead to lie to her, leaving her behind when he

left. Of this time he writes:

And I lied to my mother, and such a mother, and escaped; for this also
hast Thou mercifully forgiven me, preserving me, thus full of execrable
defilements, from the waters of the sea, for the water of Thy Grace;
whereby when I was cleansed, the streams of my mother’s eyes should be

dried, with which for me she daily watered the ground under her face."

Augustine is sensitive to the pain of separation his mother endures at his
expense, but he deals with the story with compassion and empathy, not saying,
woe is me, such a terrible son, but instead praising God because ‘...she did not
know what joys you had in store for her because of my departure’.'' In the time
immediately following this separation, he eventually converts to Monica’s
religion.

Augustine admits to a term of excusing his own sin upon his arrival in
Rome and, for a short time, renews his association with the Manichean sect. It
is during this time that he becomes increasingly dissatisfied with the
Manichees, and ultimately decides to part ways with the religion. Monica joins
her son in Italy and finds that he is ‘no longer a Manichee, though not yet a
Catholic Christian...”' In the period of the gradual conversion that follows,
Augustine observes that his mother is a beautiful example of humility in the
way that she handles Ambrose’s request for her to cease bringing her offerings

in the way she was accustomed to doing all her life. Where some believers

19 1bid., Book 5:8, 39.
Y Ibid.
12 1bid., Book 6:1, 43.
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would have protested Ambrose’s admonishment, Monica accepts the request
and adjusts her behaviour with grace — a course of action that spoke loudly to
her son: “When she learned that the bishop had forbidden it, she accepted his
ruling with such pious submission that I was surprised to see how willingly she
condemned her own practice rather than dispute his command.’"

In Book 9, we read about the Church coming under persecution by Justina,
the mother of Emperor Valentinian. Ambrose and several others are martyred
and, eventually, Augustine and his friends decide to return to Africa. Monica
dies on the long journey home and Augustine is thrown into mourning,
worsened by inner conflict over the theological repercussions of any outward
displays of grief. His worry is that others might interpret his sadness as a lack
of faith — thinking that, if he truly believes his mother has gone to heaven, then
should he not celebrate rather than weep? Augustine experiments with various
ways of dealing with his loss, but finds no comfort until he decides it is safe to
grieve and cry when alone in God’s presence.

Monica is a confessing mother. In writing his memories of her, Augustine
shares a story of a brief and barely noteworthy alcohol problem that Monica
experienced in her youth, ‘There had crept upon her a love of wine.”'* He
writes what can only be a second-hand account told to him by Monica herself.
It is a disclosure of intimate detail that neither exaggerates nor minimises the
sin of Monica taking sips, ‘adding to that little, daily littles’'” before delivering
the wine that she had been sent to fetch. ‘She had fallen into such a habit as

516

greedily to drink off her little cup brim-full almost of wine.” ” The inclusion of

this story in the Confessions serves as evidence that, while Augustine may have

13 Ibid., Book 6:2, 44.
4 Ibid., Book 9:8, 84.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
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been the first to make a written record of his introspection and confession, he
was not the first to experience its benefits or to communicate it with others. It
is difficult to know the level of intimacy commonly shared between parents
and their children in the third and fourth century, but Augustine’s Confessions
depict a close bond that existed between the author and his mother, the sort of
relationship that likely played a fundamentally influential role in a seminal

work of literature and the beginning of a genre.

The practice of testimony in memoir involves the reckoning of life
experiences within the context of external relationships. Memoir is the creative
result of a conversation that takes place on multiple levels, potentially ranging
from the depths of internal thought to the collective understanding of whole
communities. As discussed, internal, reflective reckoning can include
exchanges within the self: self and imagination, or self and God. Testimony,
on the other hand, is the action that opens up the conversation to a wider
forum. In this sense, reflection can be considered private, and testimony
public. ‘Private refers to the internal conversations we have with the panoply
of characters that exist within our brains, while public refers to the external
conversations we have with physical others with whom we have
relationships.”'” While reflection is relational in a private sense because it
involves internal dialogue, testimony is relational in a public or external sense.
Public because, ‘More than any other kind of autobiographical expression,
testimony needs an audience to fulfill itself,”'® and also because its process

involves speaking on behalf of one’s own community. By definition,

17 Mehl-Madrona, Lewis, Healing the Mind through the Power of Story: The Promise of Narrative
Psychiatry (Rochester, Vt: Bear & Co, 2010), 111.
'8 Brodzki, Bella, ‘Testimony’ in Jolly, Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, 871.
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testimony is a demonstration or a statement of evidence. Legal testimony
differs from religious testimony in that participation in the former is generally
non-negotiable, whereas, in the case of the latter, participation should be
voluntary. The focus for this section remains on the voluntary action of giving
testimony.

In Christianity, to share or give a testimony is, for an individual, to tell a
story either about their own conversion to the faith, or some other first-hand
experience of God at work in his or her life. The biblical instruction is,
‘Always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the

hope that is in you, with meekness and fear.”"”

In many Pentecostal and
Evangelical churches, testimonies are a regularly scheduled element of
congregational services. It is usual for testimonies to be given by baptism
candidates and new converts, missionaries, and also for regular members of the
congregation to be given the opportunity to report on relevant personal
experiences. The purpose of religious testimony is two-fold. First, it offers
integrating benefits to the individual (in much the same way as memoir does).
The presentation of a testimony requires a sequence of active steps on the part
of the individual who first must have the experience, then reflect on and
interpret it, and finally make the decision to deliver the testimony publicly,
whether in person or in writing. Second, religious testimony is believed to
benefit the wider community. In hearing the testimony, the congregation is
often inspired and encouraged to learn that similarly-themed conclusions have
been drawn by another individual, that lives are being changed for the better,

and that religion is not dead but that fresh, new experiences occur in the

present time.

' The Holy Bible, 1 Peter 3:15.
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Testimonio is a literary subgenre devoted to the representation of the plight
of a community. According to John Beverley, ‘testimonio has to involve an
urgency to communicate, a problem of repression, poverty, subalternity,

imprisonment, struggle for survival, and so on.”*’

Narration of the testimony is
sometimes provided as a form of auto-ethnography, from a voice within that
community. However, in some situations, subjects are illiterate and the
dissemination of the story requires the collaboration of scribes and translators.
This form of intervention complicates debates surrounding the veracity of
testimonio. Although festimonio the subgenre, and the practice of testimony,
have obvious associations, the emphasis here remains on testimony as a
practice that can be found in memoir spanning various subgenres.

The idea of testimony has been said to ‘challenge some of autobiography’s
basic premises — i.e., those based precisely on the notion of self/life/writing as
an autonomous enterprise bounded by what constitutes the textual boundaries

521

of a single life.””" In Altered Egos, Couser notes the linguistic implications of

‘Iﬁ:

The pronoun that signifies the self is triply singular: in number, in
capitalization, and in being the sole single-letter pronoun.
Typographically identical with the Roman numeral I and phonemically
identical with the word /, it puns on the notion of a single point of view.
These fortuitous features of our linguistic system reinforce our sense of
the privileged status of the self, and the language seems to encourage us
to conceive of the first person as unique, integral, and independent - like

the pronoun that represents it.”

» Beverley, John, in Encyclopaedia of Life Writing, 870.
21 -
1bid.
2 Couser, G. Thomas, Altered Egos: Authority in American Autobiography (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 13.
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If the ‘I, the self, is so unique and independent, then on what authority
can it speak of others, of communities, of a ‘we’? In response to this challenge,
one would have to consider the plausibility of an entirely autonomous single
life — while the memoirist is often the central subject of the book, no memoir is
without secondary characters. Here lies the paradox, in that memoir is the
quest for self-discovery, but a self is built upon, and discovered within, the
context of relationship: ‘Truth is a story that people create through their social
interactions, always provisional and contingent on context [...] we arrive at the
meaning of our lives through collaboratively negotiating our stories with those
around us.’*

In some cultures, people believe that the self does not exist without others.
Lewis Mehl-Madrona explains this belief within the context of Walakota
indigenous Americans, ‘One elder said that if we had no relationships, we
would have no feelings. All feeling is brought about through relationship [...]
he said that emotions are not within an individual, but between beings who are

»24

relating. [Emphasis added.]’”" Mehl-Madrona also notes that this belief is

similar to what Russian developmental psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, calls

‘cultural historical psychology’.” If the formation of identity is so intrinsically

tied to relationship, memoir must explore relevant relationships in order to do

its work. Rowan Williams writes:

Augustine increasingly makes it plain that our self-knowledge is in
practice bound up with the common life of the believing community and
it’s disciplines: the turn inwards is — paradoxically — not a turning away
from relation with others any more than a relation with the creator. The

pattern of common life is what delivers the self from illusory self-

3 Mehl-Madrona, Healing the Mind through the Power of Story, 12.
2% -
Ibid., 96.
% Ratner, Carl, Cultural Psychology: A Perspective on Psychological Functioning and Social Reform
(New York: The Erlbaum Group 2006).
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contemplation by purifying the nature of the self’s love (of itself as of

others).”

A possible explanation behind all the misery contained in memoir is that,
subconsciously or not, memoirists compensate as they write. They write to
make sense and make connections, in an attempt to fulfill a common need —
which, for them, was previously neglected. Here, memoir writing becomes
corrective, an exercise in sense-making and an attempt designed to reshape the

self:

Identity can be defined as our ‘official’ life story, the one that we prefer
to tell [...] As we tell and retell our life story, our personal identity is

continually revised. This is part of our ongoing meaning-making [...] The

story of ‘who we are’ is a lifelong ongoing ‘narrative project’.”’

In this sense, the work of memoir is formative, and it can also be remedial.
Engagement in memoir can signal the memoirist’s dissatisfaction with a self
that was formed under the (bad) influence of significant others — or, at least,
their need to understand the narrative that led to the shaping of that self in
order to achieve a sense of integration which, in turn, would allow positive

change.

Testimony in Contemporary Memoir: Jeannette Walls and

J.D. Vance

The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls is an example of a life story told on

the authority of personal experience, which serves to enlighten readers about

2 Williams, On Augustine, Digital location 653.
7 Mehl-Madrona, Healing the Mind through the Power of Story, 131.
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some of the realities of homelessness, as well as presenting a detailed
description of how the situation came about in her own family. The Glass
Castle is particularly well known for its opening line,*® spoken in the voice of
an adult Walls: ‘I was sitting in a taxi, wondering if I had overdressed for the
evening, when I looked out the window and saw Mom rooting through a
Dumpster.”*” After this initial scene, the story flashes back to Walls’ childhood
and moves forward to reveal what is perhaps an unexpected perspective on
voluntary homelessness.

In the early years, Walls and her siblings are left to fend for themselves.
The mother is disengaged and asks, “Why spend the afternoon making a meal
that will be gone in an hour [...] when in the same amount of time I can do a
painting that will last forever?”*° Rex Walls, the author’s father, dreams of

building a glass castle:

All of Dad’s engineering skills and mathematical genius were coming
together in one special project: a great big house he was going to build
for us in the desert [...] All we had to do was find gold, Dad said, and we

were on the verge of that.’'

The family often experiences periods of hunger when there is no food in
the house for days, and when the children are forced to go hungry or to take the
initiative to find something to eat. Walls regularly eats food that she has taken
from the rubbish bins at school. During one of the worst episodes of hunger,
the children rip a blanket off their mother, who is laying on the sofa, suspecting

her of hiding something: ‘Laying on the mattress next to Mom was one of

28 ‘Great Opening Lines: How to Grab Readers and Never Let Them Go’, [Accessed July 4, 2017],
<https://sfwriters.org/blog/great-opening-lines-how-to-grab-readers-and-never-let-them-go/>.

» Walls, Jeannette, The Glass Castle, Paperback edn (London: Virago, 2006), 3.

** Walls, The Glass Castle, 66-67.

* Ibid., 28.
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those huge family-sized Hershey chocolate bars, the shiny silver wrapper

pulled back and torn away. She’d already eaten half of it.”*?

For short periods
of time, Walls manages to persuade her mother to make use of her credentials
to get a job as a schoolteacher. The children are then left in a position of

inappropriate responsibility, needing to ensure that the mother keeps the job for

as long as possible:

In the morning she slept late and pretended to be sick. It was up to Lori,
Brian and me to get her out of bed and see to it that she was dressed and
at school on time [...] Miss Beatty threatened to fire Mom [...] I’d go to
her classroom after school and clean her chalkboard [...] at night Lori,

Brian and I went over her students’ homework and tests.*

The Walls family moves often and lives in the desert, in dilapidated
shacks, and a relative’s basement, where the children are left vulnerable to
abuse from extended family members. Walls and her siblings survive and, once
grown, they leave their parents, one by one, to move to New York City. The
parents soon follow, but choose to live homeless, despite the children’s offers
of help, and the later revelation that the mother has wilfully ignored her own

large inheritance:

All those years in Welch with no food, no coal, no plumbing, and Mom
had been sitting on land worth a million dollars? Had all those years, as
well as Mom and Dad’s time on the street — not to mention their current
life in an abandoned tenement — been a caprice inflected on us by

Mom?**

The author tells the story of her chaotic upbringing, not quite pointing a

32 Ibid., 207.
33 Ibid., 89.
3% Ibid., 323.
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finger of blame at her irresponsible parents, but rather laying out the
devastating scenes that comprised her childhood and leaving her readers to
draw their own conclusions. In one of the final scenes after Walls has worked
her way into university, a lecturer, who is unaware of the extreme poverty

Walls has suffered, dismisses her comment about homelessness:

‘Can you explain yourself?’

‘I think that maybe sometimes people get the lives they want.’

‘Are you saying that homeless people want to live on the street?’
Professor Fuchs asked. ‘Are you saying they don’t want warm beds and
roofs over their heads?’

‘Not exactly,” I said. I was fumbling for words. ‘They do. But if
some of them were willing to work hard and make compromises, they
might not have ideal lives, but they could make ends meet.’

Professor Fuchs walked around from behind her lectern. ‘What do
you know about the lives of the underprivileged?’ she asked. She was
practically trembling with agitation. ‘What do you know about the
hardships and obstacles the underprivileged underclass faces?’

The other students were staring at me.

“You have a point,” I said.”

What does Jeannette Walls know about the lives of the underprivileged?
Walls did not need to defend herself; most readers would be ready to do that
for her. Her qualification and right to her opinion on this topic are proven in the
story of her experience, and her testimony serves as her defence.

In Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of Family and Culture in Crisis, author J.D.
Vance addresses and explains the demographic he represents. Vance was raised
in Jackson, Kentucky and Middletown, Ohio. Appalachian America, the origin
of hillbilly culture, represents the portion of the white demographic living at or

below the poverty line and struggling to hold down jobs. Vance embodies the

35 Ibid., 305.
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unusual position of being someone who was raised as a hillbilly, but managed
to transcend the culture of his upbringing, eventually graduating with a law
degree from Yale. In the introduction, Vance opens with a defence, stating that

he feels the very existence of his book is an absurdity because:

I am not a senator, a governor, or a former cabinet secretary... I didn’t
write this book because I’ve accomplished something extraordinary. I
wrote this book because I’ve achieved something quite ordinary, which
doesn’t happen to most kids who grew up like me. You see. I grew up

poor.*®

Here, Vance inadvertently explains why the book is a memoir, and not an
autobiography, articulating his motivation further: ‘My primary aim is to tell a
true story about what that problem feels like when you’re born with it hanging
around your neck.”*’

Vance explains his reasons for using research citations to lend credence to
his story as he deals with wider issues facing working-class whites with ties to
Appalachia. In other cases, it could be argued that the author’s defensive stance
at the outset of his memoir is unnecessary: he is qualified to tell his story
simply because he lived it. In this instance, however, his disclaimers and use of
outside sources are appropriate to his goals, as Vance aims his arguments in
two directions: first, to ‘outsiders’ who do not share in the culture of his
upbringing, an audience to which his ivy league credentials and self-awareness
assist with credence and the reliability of his personal account as a source; and,
second, to the hillbilly world, his own people, those to whom he needs to be

loyal, sensitive and convincing as he attempts to expose areas which were, and

3 Vance, J. D., Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis (London: Willam Collins
Books, 2016), 1.
7 Vance, Hillbilly Elegy, 8.
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still are, in desperate need of change. He explains, ‘Hillbillies learn from an
early age to deal with uncomfortable truths by avoiding them, or by pretending
better truths exist. This tendency might make for better psychological
resilience, but it also makes it hard for Appalachians to look at themselves

honestly.”*®

As J.D. Vance tells the story of his own upbringing, as he writes about his
intimate, personal life he engages a powerful paradox of memoir — how an
individual can comment on their own personal experience in such a way as to
gain the authority to address the collective experience of an entire community.
Coetzee explores this idea in light of the artist being in touch with the wound

of the human condition:

...the one who, at least in post-religious orthodoxy, is supposed to have
the power to find the words for what is wrong, or what has gone wrong,
or what we have done wrong, [is] namely the artist, successor to the
priest. While we sleep, the artist is awake. One of the master myths of
Romanticism is of the artist and their wound. The wound is what keeps
the artist awake, restless, in pain; the art that they produce may simply be
intended to cure the wound (as the oyster tries to relieve the itch of the
grain of sand by coating it in nacre), but it turns out to have wider uses.
Along with the scientist-therapist, that other explorer of the dark world of
the interior, the artist-priest has played the role of diagnostician of what is
wrong with us; or at least played that role as long as the myth of the

39
wound had currency.

This mythical wound is received and managed differently according to an
individual’s character, but it can be understood and acknowledged on a

collective level. The action of individuals dealing creatively with their own

*® Ibid., 19.
¥ Coetzee and Kurtz, The Good Story, 59-60.
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wounds can, and often does, resonate powerfully with a whole community.

Soren Kierkegaard writes about the poet’s role in society:

What is a poet? An unhappy man who hides deep anguish in his heart, but
whose lips are so formed that when the sigh and cry pass through them, it
sounds like lovely music... And people flock around the poet and say:
‘Sing again soon’— that is, ‘May new sufferings torment your soul but

your lips be fashioned as before, for the cry would only frighten us, but

the music, that is blissful.”*

It is because personal reflection feeds self-awareness, that reflection can
also best equip a memoirist for public testimony. Memoir creates a setting for
internal and external integration. In memoir, an author strives to split into
present self (narrator), remembered self (protagonist), and even the self who
could otherwise have been, and then to relate these different selves to each
other in order to form a cohesive narrative. Daniel J. Siegel, writes, ‘Our life
stories can give us clues about how our present is shaped by the past. The way
we tell our stories and how we emphasize different aspects of our experiences
can reveal the way we have come to understand the world and ourselves.”"'
Siegel also writes about how storytelling serves to connect individuals with one
another: ‘Stories shared between one person’s mind and that of others are a
universal way we connect with each other. Stories enable us to have
interpersonal integration.”**

Interpersonal integration is an action by which two human urges are met:
the need for consumption and the need to provide. It is in this meeting of one

another’s need for nourishment via human connection that art can become

0 Kierkegaard, Seren, and Alastair Hannay, Either/or: A Fragment of Life, Penguin Classics (London,
England ; New York, N.Y., USA: Penguin Books, 1992), 1.

! Siegel, Daniel J, and Mary Hartzell, Parenting from the inside out: How a Deeper Self-Understanding
Can Help You Raise Children Who Thrive (New York: J.P. Tarcher/Putnam, 2003), 17.

2 Siegel and Hartzell, Parenting from the Inside Out, 81.
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something of a spiritual practice. In A Solemn Pleasure, Melissa Pritchard

discusses the ‘concept of artists as priests, as shamans, as soul transformers’:

It is not dissident art that I advocate for so much as moving beyond even
that, into an awareness of the solitary act of writing as being a profound
social act, the social act as being political, the political as being
indistinguishable from the ethical, and the ethical as being inextricably

linked to the spiritual. In short, we are none of us separate.

* Pritchard, A Solemn Pleasure, 61.
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6. Summary

Personal Reflection

In some ways, writing a memoir is knocking yourself out with your own
fist, if it’s done right. Sure, there’s the pleasure of doing work guaranteed
to engage you emotionally — who’s indifferent to their own history? The

form always has profound psychological consequence on its author.'

My own experience of memoir writing was neither straightforward, nor
wholly enjoyable, but the process made me aware of unexpected solutions to the
questions that had driven me to write it in the first place. One solution came in
the form of a successful change of direction. My quest began with an urge to
prove (to myself) God’s ability to help me transcend difficulties — and, more
importantly, my perfect and unwavering faith in His goodness. I had hoped to
exchange questions for certainty, and then perhaps even to inspire others to do
the same. But, as I have been advised on more than one occasion, writing to a
plan does not always work, and taking the risk of allowing the creative process
to lead the way can lead to favourable results.

My questioning led me to conclusions I had not anticipated. I had planned
for a fresh spin on the classic Evangelical testimony-style account (in which I
would be lost, then found, then lost again, then found again). However, what I
discovered was that I could not, with integrity, arrive at my desired destination.
In allowing the writing to lead the way, my outlook on life and faith changed as
well as the shape of the book. The final product is about letting go of the need
for certainty and accepting life’s eccentricities. Studying Saint Augustine as a

memoirist who displayed negative capability in his pursuit has been an

1 .
Karr, Art of Memoir, xx.
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encouragement in this area.

An incident that contributed to the end of my own search for certainty
happened a fortnight after my father’s death. I had attended a talk by Rev Dr
Michael Lloyd, on the problem of pain and suffering, and when it finished I
went forward to ask a question. I told him my father had recently died, and
asked the theologian if he could tell me where my father now was. Dr Lloyd
was compassionate and said he was very sorry for my loss, and very sorry that,
no, he could not tell me where my father was, that there are some mysteries we
would not be able to solve in our lifetimes. In hindsight, it seems obvious that
no one could tell me definitively where the dead go. At the time of my asking,
however, I had been holding to the belief that an expert somewhere could
answer all of my questions. In encountering an esteemed theologian who was
comfortable believing in a God about whom he did not have all the answers, 1
experienced a paradigm shift. Neither of us had access to all of the answers. My
Christian life did not have to involve arrogant certainty. It could (and probably
should) mean a more tentative type of inquiry, a quieter hope that could exist
amidst doubt — an adjustment in my understanding of faith. Creating a written
account of this period of adjustment felt like an important form of confession in
my own religious journey.

Although I was aware of what the critics said about dwelling on the self in
writing memoir, the option of not pursuing self-discovery through writing did
not occur to me. Writing through life’s challenges offered a safe, free and
meaningful opportunity to address them. The opposite of addressing those
challenges was to disengage, and this option did not appeal. Arabella Kurtz
writes about what happens when people deny their own story, ‘What we gain in

repressing what we do not want to remember we have to pay for via the
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subterranean poisoning of other aspects of our life.’ This is one area in which
memoir differs from other literary genres. There is a huge amount of personal,
emotional and psychological work facing a memoirist before a project can reach
fruition.

Early drafts of Patchwork Someone were sad and excessively introspective.
Because this writing took place at close chronological proximity to the
experiences themselves, it was necessary for me delve deeply, to trudge through
real pain and confusion. It was not, however, necessary for anyone else to read
those earliest drafts. As time passed and I began to redraft, I was able to reflect
more critically. It became necessary for me to adjust my writing tone, and aim
for a level of distance that would allow me to try to see my subject from a
reader’s perspective. If writing out all of the pain and confusion was not
enjoyable for me, I soon realised that reading it would not be enjoyable for
others, either. I wanted to write about some of the darkest moments of my life,
and to relay some of those difficult feelings to my readers, but in such a way
that would not force them to have to trudge through chapter upon chapter of
despair. I found that the aim of being read and enjoyed by others required me to
cultivate an unanticipated sense of humour with which to balance the emotional
heaviness of the subject of mental illness.

The more I wrote, the more I was able to shift the focus away from
introspection and towards other central characters, the most prominent of these
being my mother. Here, I discovered that, in life writing, as in psychotherapy, it
is important to learn to suspend the tendency to pre-judge feelings. For example,
pre-judging or labelling feelings of jealousy over another person’s success as

‘bad’ does not erase those feelings, but it usually makes it more difficult to

2 Coetzee and Kurtz, The Good Story, 27.
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process them in healthier ways. Similarly, labelling my mother’s parenting style
as ‘crazy’ prevented further exploration into her complexities as a character. It
was only after I gave myself permission to remember and write down some of
our specific interactions, that I was able to examine more objectively the
evidence before me. I re-created the memory of my mother’s tears for the
beggars in Paris; the kiss she blew me as I stepped up to plead guilty in the
courtroom; and way that she laughed when I asked her to renounce witchcratft.
In doing this, I was able to see her from a new perspective, to appreciate her, if
not in the moment as an unusual mother, then for the tragicomedy she later
added to my story. I found that I had been wrong to dismiss so much of her
character in real life.

Over the course of my research into contemporary memoir, I noted the
frequency with which interesting parents, particularly mothers, appear as
central characters. There is something about exceptional or unconventional
parenting that contributes to the memoirist’s need to order his or her life in
writing. Herein lies a possible area for further research.

My hope for my own book is for it to find a home on bookshelves beside
the memoirists [ have studied: Karr, Morrison, Winterson, Eggers and others.
These authors have dealt intimately with their own lives, and prepared them in
the language of good storytelling, without hint of prescriptive self-help.
Although my story deals extensively with Christian themes, my goal has been to
write a book that can be enjoyed regardless of readers’ religious beliefs. I am
aware that [ am not alone as a Christian in breaking away from the classic
conversion story. Christian authors such as Rachel Held Evans, Donald Miller
and Elizabeth Esther have taken great strides in this area within Christian

publishing. My primary concern is to tell my own story well, rather than to
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promote or vilify the church. In regard to helping others, I have not been able to
translate my own faith into a bullet-point list of takeaways to assist readers’
lives. The only indirect recommendations I might make are for people to engage
in their own grappling, and to find consolation in the fact that everyone has a
story to tell.

I was unable to find the book I most needed to read in my mid-twenties,
when [ was trying to make sense of my attempted suicide and diagnosis of
bipolar disorder. The books I encountered were either self-help (too full of pep
and instructions for how I could be a better version of myself), or they were
narrative accounts of mental illness, which, at that moment in time, I found
incredibly depressing to read. In the midst of my own struggles, I did not want a
book to tell me what to do to climb out of my hole, nor did I want to be pulled

into somebody else’s. As Arabella Kurtz puts it:

Living reading [...] involves finding one’s way into the voice that speaks
from the page, the voice of the Other, and inhabiting that voice, so that
you speak to yourself (your self) from outside yourself. The process is thus
a dialogue of sorts, though an interior one. The art of the writer, an art that
is nowhere to be studied though it can be picked up, lies in creating shape
(a phantasm capable of speech), and an entry point that will allow the

reader to inhabit the phantasm.’

It is possible to see this kind of reading as a counterpart to the opening-up
that Christian faith requires. In his lecture, When Atheism Isn’t Atheist Enough,
Peter Rollins says that, ‘Atheism is shutting yourself off to the cry of the other,
theism is opening yourself up to the cry of the other, to God and your

neighbour.”'* However, although church communities can be a wonderful

3 Ibid., 179.
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source of support and healing for members who are going through difficult
times, this can only be the case if individuals feel enough security and
acceptance to make their difficulties known. When individual members of a
community do not feel secure enough to disclose their difficulties to others, they
become disconnected and dis-integrated, and the community itself can begin to
represent a threat of judgement or rejection. Sadly, there are many instances
when communities have rejected a member in his or her time of need, but the
solution here is not for the individual to remain isolated, but rather to seek out a

more appropriate support network. Arabella Kurtz again:

Dis-integration is [...] a tendency toward states of rigidity or chaos. On the
interpersonal level, we come to feel emotionally connected when our minds
become integrated with each other. These linkages of one mind to the other occur
when the subjective, internal state of one person is respected and responded to by

the other.’

The turning point in my own journey came about without an epiphany, a
miracle, or anything overly dramatic. After keeping quiet about what I had been
going through for many months, I finally answered honestly when an older lady
at church asked how I was. I told her I was embarrassed because I was on
medication, and she told me she was always on and off similar medication. She
offered no platitudes or advice, but instead offered the message that I needed to
hear the most: ‘Me too.’ In this simple act of kindness, I was able to experience
the nourishment of social integration, feeling accepted and responded to by
another. Regardless of whether my memoir is published for a religious or for a
secular readership, my ultimate goal is to foster this form of social integration

by writing about the search for identity in general, and specifically Hong
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Kong’s expatriate community, international overseas students, sufferers of
mental illness and their carers, and issues relating to Evangelical Christian
culture.

In his poem The Cleaving, Li-Young Lee’s narrator sits in a Chinese eatery,
observing the butcher at work with his cleaver. As Lee, an immigrant, eats his
meal, which involves the head of a fish, he ruminates on the interconnectedness

of the community around him:

A bright moment,

I hold up an old head

from the sea and admire the haughty
down-curved mouth

that seems to disdain

all the eyes are blind to,

Including me, the eater.

Whole unto itself, complete

without me, yet its

shape compliments the shape of my mind.
I take it as text and evidence

of the world’s love for me

and I feel urged to utterance,

urged to read the body of the world, urged
to say it

in human terms,

my reading a kind of eating, my eating

a kind of reading,

my saying a diminishment, my noise

a love-in-answer
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What is it in me would

devour the world to utter it?*

Although writing, a decade earlier, on a different subject and for a different
audience, Reuben Alves, a key voice in the ‘Theopoetic’ effort to speak
theology in the language of experience, seems to reply directly to Lee as he

reflects on the connection Christianity makes between words and food:

This, I believe, is the secret of communication: when my body,
transformed in words, is given to the other, to be eaten... we are what we
eat. When the other eats Eucharistically a piece of my body, we become
‘companions,’[...] So I am no longer a professor. I have no lessons to
give, no knowledge to communicate. I am a cook...Confessions. Not
theology. Poetry. The poet is the person who speaks words which are not
to be understood; they are to be eaten. And his stove is his own body lit

with the fire of imagination.’

Conclusion

The issue that prompted this investigation into The Confessions of Saint
Augustine is the sacred/secular divide in popular culture. The task was to
understand how I, as a contemporary memoirist, dealing with religious subject
matter, could attempt to connect with a general audience in a secular age, one
in which religious narrative is so often segregated for niche audiences. Because
the origins of the genre of memoir are so regularly attributed to the Confessions
— a book that happens to be about a religious conversion — the question then

arose of whether the religious techniques that Augustine used initiated some of

* Lee, Li-Young, ‘The Cleaving’, Behind My Eyes (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009), 82.
3 Alves, ‘Theopoetics: Longing and Liberation’, in Way to Water, 45.
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the patterns of literary practice that persist even in contemporary memoir, that
does not acknowledge any religious affiliation at all. A second question
immediately followed: how did perspectives formed within religious belief
travel to audiences beyond it? The answer to this second question is that the act
of memoir writing is prompted by universally human urges — the desire to
acknowledge responsibility and belief, to order chaos, to reveal one’s internal
reflections in order to connect with others. Over the course of history, religion
has provided man with the structure of spiritual practices that address those
universal urges. Even in points of history like the present one, where religion is
less dominant, those urges continue, and continue to be expressed in literature.
Because so much has changed within the genre of memoir since its
beginnings in the fourth century, it was necessary to engage in a close reading
of Augustine’s Confessions in order to compare and contrast his work with a
selection of contemporary memoirs. The aim of this comparison was to
observe similarities and differences between the original memoir and
contemporary examples in order to inform authors like myself who wish to
write on faith-related subjects for a readership not limited to religious
audiences. A preliminary area of inquiry was the historical progression of the
genre’s development between the fourth century and the present. Examining
the history of memoir against the changing patterns of religious belief in the
West during important time periods, such as the Renaissance and the Protestant
Reformation, provided insight into some of the effects the gradual
secularisation of Western society had on the practice of memoir writing.
During this portion of research, a significant limitation became apparent: the
scope of this study allowed only for research into Western religious belief and

Western popular culture. There is definite scope for further research into how
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Eastern cultures handle the sacred/secular divide, and also how memoirists
from other parts of the world express religious belief in their work. In this
particular study, the West-centricity of the research is appropriate to the study
of Saint Augustine’s Roman Catholicism, as well as the dominance of Western
authors forming the selection of contemporary examples, and also the
contributions of contemporary Evangelical-styles of Christianity to the
sacred/secular divide in popular culture. Another possible area for further
research can be found in the examination of some of the other religious
practices seen in the original memoir. This critical commentary allowed for the
examination of only four of the religious practices exemplified in the

Confessions.

The creative writing community habitually credits Saint Augustine as the
originator of memoir, but there is a deficiency in detailed investigation by this
community into the Confessions as the earliest example of creative self-life
writing. The likely reason for this insufficiency is that Augustine’s memoir was
the story of his religious conversion, and institutionalised religion as a subject
has decreased in popularity amongst the general Western population of this
secular age. While the secularisation of the West is by no means total, literature
about religion in general (and Christianity in particular) that once occupied a
position of prominence in wider culture, is now mostly confined to niche
audiences. Unless an author intends to address a religious audience, it is
unlikely that they will seek to inform their practice through the examination of
the Confessions. This assumption that I made regarding the lack of interest is,
to a degree, understandable, and one to which I found few challenges. But I

have concluded that neglecting to engage in deeper examination into the
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Confessions is an oversight that leads to an unnecessary deficiency of
understanding in the reading of the history of memoir. I believe that this is
especially unfortunate given that memoir is the tradition in which such a
diverse range of authors seek to make their creative contribution.

Application of this study of Augustine’s Confessions can inform
contemporary memoirists, whether or not their stories are in any way religious.
If this study revolves around the challenge presented to memoirists by the
sacred/secular divide in culture, directing the research findings separately to
religious and non-religious authors would have been to exacerbate the original
problem. In an ideal situation, well-written memoirs would be enjoyed by a
wide range of readers, regardless of their subject matter; and memoirists would
be gladly informed by the origins of their tradition, regardless of its religious
themes. However, since the sacred/secular divide endures, certain aspects of
the findings may be of particular interest to memoirists writing about religion.

Contemporary authors of religious conversion memoir who hope to avoid
being pigeonholed might pay special attention to two of the research findings
from this study. The first is Augustine’s practice of confession, bearing in mind
that ‘the all-seeing God whom he addressed knew the intimate truth about him
already.’® Augustine’s confession was not a device designed to illuminate his
primary reader, but to acknowledge, in a biographic manner, his own
deficiency as well his identification of the antidote. Second, Augustine’s
capacity to remain in uncertainty whilst acting out his life’s conclusion was
reflected in his lack of arrogance and evangelistic agenda. Beyond emphasis of

these two points, the findings of this examination into the genre’s origins can

® Morrison, Too True, 9.
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inform memoirists, irrespective of whether they broach the subject of religious
conversion or not.

A deeper understanding of what Saint Augustine sought to achieve in the
writing of his memoir can provide a line of defence against some of the attacks
against the entire genre. Memoir is a controversial form of writing and
memoirists are often personally accused of being motivated by character flaws,
such as self-absorption and exhibitionism. An author hoping to avoid such
indictment could consider the Confessions a preferable example. The
Confessions exemplifies a practice of confession that is distinct from
sensationalist confessionalism. Saint Augustine demonstrates negative
capability in allowing important questions to remain unanswered. His
organisation of a thematic life narrative showed internal reckoning, and a
balance struck between rigorous private reflection and public disclosure that
results in interconnectedness with a wider community.

The benefits of a close reading of The Confessions of Saint Augustine are
not, however, limited to defence against attacks — they extend to foster a
greater appreciation of the function of memoir itself: what the writing of one’s
own internal experience for public consumption can do. Much has changed
within self-life writing since the fourth century when Saint Augustine
published his Confessions. The genre has become widely diversified while, at
the same time, increasingly focused in its function. Whether a memoir’s
subject matter involves house pets or terminal illness, sexual deviance or
religious conversion, the crux of the entire genre remains the same. Memoir is
the written quest for self-discovery, an author making sense of lived
experience, organising a narrative around a conclusion or organising principle.

The work of memoirists, as demonstrated by Augustine and contemporary
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authors, is to investigate the deepest, most personal aspects of one’s life —
episodes of lived experiences and the internal reckoning that runs through them
— in order to present it in story-form, to others. Every memoirist makes ‘a
certain identity claim’,’ a statement of belief, or organising principle, that
forms a conclusion for their quest for self-discovery. There is usually a
conversion, or exchange, that takes authors from a position of unknowing,
confusion, or chaos, towards varying degrees of greater understanding,
enlightenment, and order. Memoir represents a shift from incoherence to
integration, and from isolation to connection. The exchange happens internally
for the memoirist, who experiences first-hand that process of significant
ordering before and during the writing process, and then externally as readers
receive the memoir.

Readers of memoir are privy to the records of experiences and the internal
reckoning of the author. To partake in the stories of others is to promote the
values of community, tolerance and awareness. Readers who extend their
reading interests to narratives beyond the immediacy of their own
circumstances promote tolerance and diversity and avoid the pitfalls of existing
in an echo chamber, where one’s own opinions are constantly affirmed and
endorsed by a lack of alternative views. The array of conclusions and
organising principles represented in contemporary memoir offers readers
plenteous opportunity to participate in the ‘Great Conversation’® of literature

and, in what Tolstoy describes as, ‘the activity of art’:’

So, thanks to man’s capacity to be infected with the feelings of others by

means of art, all that is being lived through by his contemporaries is

7 Couser, Memoir, 1.
8 Adler et al., Great Books of the Western World, 1.
? Tolstoy, What Is Art?, 387.
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accessible to him, as well as the feelings experienced by men thousands
of years ago, and he has also the possibility of transmitting his own

feelings to others.'

Memoir affects readers in ways that might cause them to adjust the level of
self-scrutiny with which they view their own lives. Whether worded explicitly
or not at all, and quite possibly as a simple result of modelling, memoir causes
readers to re-examine their own stories, to engage in their own self-reflection
and the possibility of reaping the reward of heightened self-awareness and
connection with an Other.

Although it is my opinion that Augustine wrote without an overt
evangelistic agenda (because at no point in his text does he directly try to
persuade his readers to join him in converting to Catholicism), he did offer a
powerful model for living with one’s past by examining it and, where
necessary, repenting of it. It is a model for discovering within the past an order
which could make sense of the present.

In writing about his life, Augustine sought validation from others, not for
his religious beliefs as such, but for his interpretation of, and reckoning with,
lived experience. In doing so, Augustine offered to others the opportunity to
connect: to foster social integration by means of the example he set as he
integrated his interior life. Augustine dealt rigorously with his private
experience, the public expression of which formed the origins of what is
arguably ‘the most generous of modern genres’.'' As a memoirist I have found
in The Confessions not only the original and most admirable example towards
which to strive, but also the license I felt I needed in order to proceed with

confidence in my own written quest for self discovery.

" Ibid.
1 Miller, Nancy K., ‘But Enough about Me’, 421.
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