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Dedication

For my queer family:

I do all this through you who give me strength.
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* * *

Tell your people that this flesh tomb is risen,

Stone slid away,

Where is the body you tried to bury?

—WORMS VIRK, THE BODY IS A TEMPLE





Salvation

The year 1993. That’s when it happens. Two months after your twelfth birthday. It’s a sweaty afternoon. This day which blisters with possibility. This day you learn that there are demons inside of you.

You’re on your way home from school. You know something is wrong the minute you get off the bus. Your mother waits at the bus stop, teary-eyed. Your relationship has become monosyllabic. But the way she looks at you through the tears fills you with unease, so you ask.

What’s wrong?

It is when she smiles that something inside you unravels. You realize hers are happy tears. But her smile is vacant. Placid. A Stepford Wife smile. The tears fall but there is nothing behind them. She’s a mannequin crying on command.

You don’t have language for this yet.

She grabs you, holds you tight: Nana has been saved!

* * *

Till that point, Nana, my grandmother, had been a devout Catholic her whole life. That she converted to Pentecostalism was a shock to everyone.

In the eighties, my mother broke away from the Catholic Church at the urging of a close friend who convinced her she was following a false god. She found herself swept up in evangelical fervor, and when the tide took her, she pulled me along.

Our evangelical church had its roots in religious revivals that had transpired in the United States. Our pastors were white missionaries whose brand of fundamentalism favored the Old Testament.

My mother’s fervor reached a fever pitch in the early nineties. Home became an open field upon which she rained fire and brimstone on the daily. Every week, she badgered my grandmother to remove her statue of the Virgin Mary from sight: No dirty idols in my house. Every week, Nana cried as she placed the statue back in the cupboard. We weren’t allowed to showcase objects or paintings that portrayed faces: The next to go will be that Last Supper painting of yours.

The day James and Sharon, my mother’s church friends, dropped by without prior notice, my grandmother was grieving the loss of her brother, who had died of unknown causes roughly a month prior. My mother told me he had been sent from doctor to doctor with excruciating headaches before passing away in a hospital bed.

James and Sharon told Nana that god had sent them. That they had come of their own accord—not sent by the church. That they had had a vision of her brother in a hospital bed, screaming in pain, cobras on either side of his head crushing his skull. They told her it was because he had married into a different religion and had therefore been cursed. They told her that god loved her and that he sent them to save her.

Nana, devastated and broken, believed them.

* * *

When you first see your grandma that day, she does not notice you.

She is sitting at the dining table. The Last Supper, which usually hangs above the head of the table at mealtime, lays flat in front of her. Broken glass is strewn across the dining table. The scene is a puzzle of elements you try to piece together.

It is then you notice that she is carrying a hammer, and you realize that she has smashed the painting. The symbol of her faith—in shards.

Give in to Christ, James says, hand on her shoulder. You don’t want to cling to idols.

She bursts into a howl of tears that makes your hair stand and takes a second swing. It splinters glass across the room. The action is, in part, shocking because your grandmother has never been anything if not gentle all the time you’ve known her.

She puts the hammer down, looks up, and notices you. She wipes away her tears. She wears your mother’s vacant smile.

* * *

It took me years to realize that perhaps the reason I love horror is the fact that when I was twelve years old, I was subjected to it.

The first time I watched The Exorcist, it never occurred to me that demon-filled Regan was the same age when she was exorcised. Like mine, her single mother did not know what else to do with her daughter’s deviant behavior.

I love many things about the film—its questions concerning faith, caregiving, the limitations of science. What I enjoy less is watching a young girl’s body used as a battleground for the wills of male authority figures: doctors declaring disease, demon defiling flesh, a pair of priests fighting for her soul in the name of a male-godhead. Through all this, Regan’s mother waits and watches.

The further into the movie we get, the less her body is seen as her own, and the more fraught and violent her relationship with her mother becomes.

There is nothing like a horror film to reveal the cultural anxieties of one’s time and place. And if horror has taught me anything, it is that nothing has been as enduringly terrifying across time and place as women’s bodies, as the bodies of all marginalized genders.

I learned in church that when it comes to possession, women and children are the most vulnerable. Imagine the doubly devilish potential of a girl-child—this evil body, this heinous vessel, in need of emptying out.

* * *

What they do not understand when they come to your house is that you have lived your whole life with ghosts. The father who leaves your mother, his body found hanging from a ceiling years later. Your half siblings, who are strangers living in a commune two countries away. Your mother, who decided that in order to be whole she had to lose herself to god, an invisible man who would be by her side after every other man had left.

No wonder they come to your house looking for ghosts. Ghosts are spilling out of the walls.

Once they are done with your grandma, they tell you to take a shower and put on some fresh clothes. You emerge from the bathroom in a shirt and bermuda shorts. You stand slouched, thumbs in your pockets. They look you up and down. In that moment, you know what they’re here for.

They speak to your mother, gesturing at you, telling her things she already knows. How you speak like a boy, swagger like a boy. Fit yourself into boy-clothes to be one of the boys.

It’s the demons, they say, gesticulating manically. We need to get them out.

You want to run, but where would you go? You are twelve years old and anywhere you might try to escape to will end with you back here.

You look at your mother, raise your voice over theirs: Don’t let them do anything to me.

She ignores you.

* * *

Cinematic horror is laden with mothers trying to discipline their demonic daughters. Consider Carrie White, the titular character in the film Carrie, whose mother is convinced that her daughter’s telekinetic powers are from the devil. She locks her in the closet and makes her pray for forgiveness. She projects onto Carrie her own shame—the humiliation of having had a child out of wedlock, of having her child’s father leave them both in the lurch. She tells Carrie not to go to the prom. Warns her that no one could possibly love her. That she is being lured there by classmates who want to laugh at her expense.

She is not wrong. Carrie, after all, is the ultimate victim, bullied in school and abused at home. Wherever Carrie goes, she carries the consequences of her own body. In school she is “ugly,” awkward, repulsive to her fellow students. At home, her flesh is a repository of sin, blossoming with evil, ripe for wickedness.

In the film’s arguably most famous sequence, Carrie is crowned prom queen—a cruel plan to get her onstage—when a rigged bucket filled with pig’s blood is emptied onto her in front of the whole school.

The crowd is stunned into silence, and then erupts into laughter. We see them from Carrie’s point of view. Fragmented images of students and staff. Their unrepentant glee.

They’re all gonna laugh at you!

No one’s going to laugh at me, Mama.

Carrie stands onstage, hair dripping blood, satin dress drenched red. Her body revolts.

The gym doors slam shut. The harsh spray of a fire hose forces everyone to their knees. Pandemonium. She descends from the stage, eyes bulging with rage, arms stiff by her sides. Whatever she looks at, she controls. The mic short-circuits. The open electrical current catches flame.

The start of the fire is the beginning of the end. She is the only one to emerge from the gym. Behind her, flames lick its insides clean. The exterior walls of the school are decorated with huge silver stars. She looks like she is walking out from a nightmare and into a dream.

Mama was right. Carrie makes her way home. She wants her mama. She wants to cry. She wants to say sorry. She wants to be held.

Her mother waits for her at home, knife in hand.

* * *

When I turn thirty-six, my mother dies.

It is not a surprise. She has been dying for months and I’ve been getting texts and messages urging me to go see her.

Not counting my grandmother’s funeral, I have not seen my mother in fifteen years. The texts come from church members I’ve not seen in twenty. I block every person who finds me on social media, save every phone number as “Don’t Pick Up.”

People tell me that death softens troubled relationships. This does not ring true with me. My resolve not to engage is fortified when I receive one of several messages coaxing me to the hospital with the promise of my mother wanting to make amends.

The message comes from one of the people who exorcised me. I decide not to go.

After my mother dies, I go back to her apartment to clear out her things. Amidst three decades’ worth of accumulated life, I find a book about “how to bring your adult child back to Christ.”

I have never really believed in god, but I do believe in the ability of religion to magnify within a person what already exists. Perhaps that in itself is a sort of supernatural occurrence, a sort of otherworldly power.

When I meet with a cousin to discuss legal matters, she tells me that because I was not there when my mother died, my mother took the liberty of “forgiving herself” for what she did to me. Given that she clearly had no change of heart in all the time I was gone, I have no idea what she forgave herself for.

* * *

When I think about troubled mother-daughter relationships, I often think about Robert Eggers’s The Witch.

Seventeenth-century New England: a Puritan family departs from their church and village over differences of opinion regarding scripture. Sixteen-year-old Thomasin, her parents, and her three younger siblings find themselves living isolated on the edge of a forest—a danger zone full of the unknown.

We will conquer the wilderness, Thomasin’s father says. It will not consume us.

Over the course of the film, Thomasin’s siblings are picked off one by one by unknown forces that her mother attributes to witchcraft. The deeper into the film we go, the more convinced Thomasin’s mother is that Thomasin is the witch.

She is half-right.

As viewers, we know from the very beginning that there are witches in the forest who have afflicted the family with curses, stolen the children, ground their bodies into salve. We know they dash through the dark of the woods, run rife with magic and mayhem. But most important, we know Thomasin is not one of them, even as her family members are killed off one by one and only Thomasin and her mother remain. Her mother, fully convinced now that Thomasin has sold her soul to the devil, pounces on her daughter, pushes her flat onto the ground, accusing her of killing her family. She hits her repeatedly across the face and tries to choke her. Thomasin does not know what has killed her family, so amidst the blows her mother inflicts, she yells desperately through tears the one thing she does know:

No, Mother, I love you.

Unable to fight off her mother’s blows and desperate to live, she grabs the cleaver that lays on the ground and swings it into her mother’s head. Thomasin weeps, sits in shock for the rest of the day, a girl by herself at the edge of a forest. A girl whose whole family is dead.

Hopeless, angry, and tired when evening falls, she calls out to the devil, the conspirator her mother seemed so desperate to align her with, daring him to speak. You think the film will end there, but it doesn’t.

In the silence, a deep, droning voice emerges from the darkness: What dost thou want?

Thomasin, calm, responds softly: What canst thou give?

The voice asks if she would like to live deliciously.

She speaks one word: Yes.

In the film’s final minutes, Thomasin strides naked, deeper and deeper into the woods. She comes upon a clearing. There, women writhe naked in pleasure around a blazing fire, chanting indecipherably. She joins them. They don’t require an explanation and she does not offer one. She lets her body be consumed by the moment. Together in their circle, they chant, they laugh. And together, like the moon, they rise slowly into the sky.

The film’s final shot is one of Thomasin’s face. In her laughter, there is bliss, wonder. As the camera pulls away, we see her in the air. All around her, the tips of pine trees. Suspended, she stretches out her arms, inviting the wilderness into her chest. She is delirious with joy. She is free.

* * *

You don’t yet know that you are on the brink of freedom. That your rage is what will get you there.

See how angry she is? they tell your mother. That snarl is the devil.

For some reason, this is what you remember most sharply from that day. Despite seven hours of being yelled at, of being manhandled. Of watching them burn your belongings on the kitchen stove. Of being told: Your desire is the devil. Your clothes are the devil. Your body is the devil. Despite this, years later, what will make your skin bristle with indignation is the memory of being told that even your rage is not your own, not your right, not a natural conclusion to this madness.

That snarl is the devil. It is at this moment that something inside you shifts. Confirms in your gut that all this is wrong. As a child, you have no language to parse this feeling, but you know in your body that it is true.

Like so many other things your body knows to be true but doesn’t yet have words for. Like that feeling you had when you were nine and the pretty neighbor girl on the eighteenth floor smiled at you in the elevator. Or when you saw two women kissing on-screen for the first time when you were ten. Or when you went into your grandfather’s closet when no one was home, and put on a pair of his trousers. They hung loose about you, looked ridiculous. But in them, you moved different, walked taller, sat wider, learned to take up space. You looked in the mirror, not knowing that your future would be full of these moments—moments in which something buried inside you would find its way to the surface, and smile back at you. That every single time, it would be like discovering treasure you didn’t know you were looking for.

* * *

Seven hours into the exorcism, you understand that you are gay—a label that will eventually become too reductive to encompass everything you desire but for that moment is more than enough to fill your child-self. Before this day, all desire was a passing phase—something destined to fade with age. These people, what they think they have quelled, they have magnified. They’ve confronted you with your own reflection, explained you to yourself. And you understand that for this ordeal to end, you need to give in.

Do you understand that you are a sinner?

You speak one word: Yes.

What you keep to yourself is the fact that you don’t care.

You are a sinner. And you don’t care.

It is possibly the most adult thought you’ve had, and it is exhilarating—your first brush with feeling free. It transforms you. Intensifies your rage. Forces you unexpectedly into understanding. Between broken belongings and a broken heart, you learn quickly: when they say something inside you needs casting out, it is you they are referring to.

And that is fine. Because you will cast yourself from this place. You will conquer the wilderness and become it. You will revel in your rage, be consumed by the jaws of your own wild hunger. And it will be delicious. And there will be salvation yet.





One Size Fits Small

The nation needed us to be thin, and there was something foreign about my body, something unpatriotic.

It was an early experience of queerness and of abnormality.

—JOEL TAN, “FAT SHAME”

When I was eleven years old, Singapore implemented a weight loss program across all public schools, targeting “overweight” kids aged nine to sixteen. It was dubbed “The TAF Programme” by the country’s Ministry of Education and was better known as “The TAF Club” in school. Pronounced “tough,” TAF was an acronym for “Trim And Fit.”

TAF.

Go ahead—spell that backwards!

The week students were streamed into TAF, we were summoned to the school clinic one by one to have our vital information recorded. Waists were measured and heights were taken. We were put on scales and pinched with vernier calipers. Checking against BMI charts, a school nurse decided whether or not we were overweight. According to her, I was “very fat,” a piece of information I was already privy to. I’d heard it from the boys in my swimming class and at church; from my grandfather; from friends’ parents; and most often, from my mother. Old news, even at that young age. Even then, I knew my fat body was fair game for commentary.

As a child, I understood that we were being put into this program to get us to lose weight. What I did not really comprehend at that age was the massive scale at which this program was being executed. An entire nation of public schools, to my knowledge largely unsupervised in how they enforced the program, were given fitness targets they were required to meet and, according to rumor, cash incentives if those requirements were exceeded. Across the country, fat kids and teens became problems that needed to be solved, and Singapore, pragmatic as usual, was out to solve them.

Different schools adopted their own approaches to the program, but for the most part, TAF was implemented daily as part of school life. Because of this, opting out was difficult and in some cases not possible. In some schools, kids with BMIs of 23 and above were forced into high-intensity exercise and food restriction during recess while the other kids ate. Some schools limited the food TAF kids were allowed to purchase from the school canteen. Other schools segregated TAF kids from their straight-size peers during recess so their eating could be monitored.

There was no single strategy employed across the board. However, the one component that seemed consistent across the board was shame.

* * *

I sometimes forget how deeply fatphobic Singapore is. You would think that being part of a nationwide, government-initiated program like this would make forgetting hard, and that if this experience wasn’t enough to jog my memory, I’d be reminded by everything else. Being turned down for a sales job without even an interview because the shop had no uniforms for my then size 12 body. Never finding affordable clothes as a teen because neighborhood stores and local brands seemed to always stop at size 10, often labeled XL. Strangers giving me health “advice” on the streets. Friends’ parents “joking” about my body. Being summoned to the Ministry of Health every year as a primary school kid to be lectured about my weight. Never once seeing a fat person on local television in any context other than comedy. Remembering in particular the death of Rosnah, a peripheral character on Under One Roof, Singapore’s first locally produced English-language sitcom, which first aired in 1995—and how the writers explained her death in Season 6: choking while overeating at a buffet.

As a bonus, consider that all of this took place during a particularly cruel era of antifatness in American media and advertising—media largely consumed by English-speaking teens in Singapore at the time. The rise of supermodel Kate Moss paralleled the popularity of the “heroin chic” aesthetic, emaciated features and the hegemonic glorification of ultrathin bodies. “Fat Monica,” despite her joyful and outgoing nature, was made a recurring joke in Friends—the undesirable, undesired, food-obsessed woman no one wanted to be, even when compared to her thin counterpart, who was characterized by neurosis and a petty sense of competition. Western “supermodel” culture trickled down into ours, and it seemed like every other company was looking for the “fresh new face” that would “change everything.”

I remember a friend of mine entering the New Paper New Face competition when we were both seventeen years old—it was a model search organized by a local newspaper. I remember her crying as though her life were over when she got rejected. I remember feeling both devastated about and bewildered by her extreme reaction. She was thin and very attractive by conventional standards, and I could not understand how someone who looked like her could think herself ugly—a word she sobbed into the phone as we spoke.

I thought about that moment again, years later, while helping a local women’s organization digitize their local media watch archives—which comprised extensive documentation of how women and women’s bodies were represented in articles, interviews, and advertisements carried by the country’s national newspapers. The sheer volume of advertising focused on everything deemed wrong with our bodies was astounding—an absolute verb salad insisting we tighten, lighten, shrink, straighten, whiten, tone, pluck, enhance, smooth, shave, laser off parts of ourselves for the greater good, for our greater good. A 2010 report I was asked to proofread noted not only a 30 to 50 percent increase in plastic surgery procedures done on people aged sixteen to twenty-five but also the fact that in 2007, the International Narcotics Control Board had found Singapore fifth on a list of countries with the highest per capita consumption of diet drugs. That same year, a Singapore Medical Journal survey of women and girls aged seventeen to twenty-two found that less than a quarter of respondents thought of themselves as being “the right weight.”

But what was the “right weight”? Was it designated by BMI, a test that, for the most part, had been developed with reference to white bodies and has since been proven questionable as a measure of overall health? Was it lower than that, some unachievable number that would put us in league with the Kate Mosses of the world? Or were we just expected to shrink ourselves down to whatever size made us pass effortlessly through the world, unimposing, compliant, eager to please?

* * *

I’ve never been the “right weight”—a fat kid right from when I was four years old. I started in the TAF Club my final two years of primary school and remained all through secondary school. In my school, TAF was conducted differently every year. One year, we were made to exercise during recess while others had their meals. Sometimes, these exercise sessions took place in the school hall. But many times, they were conducted on the concourse—the open area at the school’s main drop-off point. The space was partially visible from the canteen, where all the other girls ate, right in front of the school carpark and the entrance to the primary school.

I never went. I figured that there were too many of us for any sort of legitimate attendance taking to be done during our brief recess breaks. Some girls shared about how embarrassing it was. But I did not skip sessions out of embarrassment. I skipped because going meant spending less time with the friends whose support was mitigating the trauma of my home life and the trauma of being my mother’s daughter.

My mother probably had the greatest influence on my attitudes about beauty and body image. When I was nine, she started consuming diet drugs that she called “fat burners”—large brown pills that supposedly burned fat if you ate them before meals. Decidedly embarrassed by my size, she made me eat them too. She also purchased products such as the Abdominizer off Sell-a-Vision in a bid to lose weight and, when slimming treatments became a thing, subscribed to those as well. Anger was my default emotion as a teen and tween, and because being told what to do with my body and my time made me angry, my mother’s obsession with body and beauty had an effect opposite to what she had intended. Everything in which she staunchly believed—thinness, heterosexuality, god—I wholeheartedly rejected.

My teen rebellion against everything she tried to impress upon me lasted well into my young adulthood. I suspect it was one of the reasons I started working as a life drawing model when I was nineteen. Yes, it paid better and faster than most of the part-time work I was doing as a student, but I also know that deep down inside, I was thrilled at the idea that my mother might find out I was getting naked for strangers—smug at the thought of offending every puritanical middle-class bone in her body. After all, she’d been the one to storm out of my room while I was writing a school paper about artist Lucian Freud, having spotted a printout of the painted nude I was analyzing in my essay.

“Get that filth out of my house.”

The words dripped with disgust. Imagine how she would have reacted had it been my own fat body in that painting.

When I started life modeling, I had no idea how much I would enjoy it or that it would turn into a consistent source of income over the next ten years. I did it purely for the money and was surprised to learn that it was something I was actually good at. I’d studied life drawing for two semesters in school, so I had a rough idea of what artists wanted from models in order to make dynamic drawings. I learned that my body was flexible, that I had strong arms and strong legs, and that I could stay still for fairly long periods of time. Plus, for the first time in my life, my size was an asset. Art colleges and artists liked having a variety of models with different body types in rotation, and because fat models were hard to come by, I was always in rotation.

I thought a lot about my body while I was doing this work, especially at the beginning. How poses which appear so effortless can hurt like hell when sustained for more than ten minutes. How you can shift your weight imperceptibly from
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