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| want it al

Di ck Lee
WHEN | was younger | had envisioned nyself as a pillar of society,
uphol ding all that was right and good in ny various inmagi nary worlds.

| would achieve this in different guises: as a Ninja secret agent, using
martial arts to battle evil-doers (I was still too young to appreciate the
rewards of rescuing dansels in distress). | would be Utraman (1've always
| acked originally, even as a child) fighting an alien-durian nonster,
overconming its deadly carapace and resisting its conmely perfune.

My nost inventive fantasy was where | was commander of an elite arny,
somewhat |ike a potent United Nations, quelling wars around the world by
pure use of force: | blew up everyone's tanks, ships and planes so they
woul dn't fight each other. In addition, nmy troops would use alternative
renewabl e energy sources to sink whaling ships, rescue endangered species
and force the perpetrators of heinous crinmes against the environnent to
pl ant trees. This was no doubt a | egacy of having a marine biol ogi st
sister who was an active nenber of G eenpeace.

This was, | suppose, a noble dream M intentions were | audable even if
the neans of reaching themwere a bit crude (but fun!). It nay explain ny
instinctive belief in a suspension of denbcracy to reach a particul ar
soci al goal (though |I sonetines shudder when | visualise an eight-year-old
me in a Chairman Mao worker's commune suit crying: "Arnmed forces of the
world, unite to save the environment!"). It nade sense to ne at the tine.

Later, innmy md- tolate teens, realising the intricacies of the
i ssues, such anbitions evolved to ones with a degree of sophistry.
dressed in black when I wasn't in school uniform and would have worn a
beret, snmoked filterless cigarette and drunk espresso if | coul d.

Unfortunately, being in public school, | settled for having ny hair
gell ed back (quite trendy still!), snoking a friend s num s nent hol
cigarette at the nearby padang and trying to | ook profound while having
the odd coffee-flavoured m | kshake when num gave ne extra pocket noney.

| did manage to listen to jazz and African music which I thought was
qui te Bohem an (1'd al ways wondered where Bohemi a was) as wel |l as readi ng
Marx (I do recall understanding it once but flicking through it now, it's
all German to ne).

My anbition at this point was to becone a renowned thinker, a shaker and
nover, a leader... | wanted to be a Marx, a Mao, a Lenin, a Trotsky
(before you | abel nme a totalitarian), a JFK (or a socialist), a Gandh
(before I'mbranded an Angl ophile), an Aung San Suu Kyi (or a chauvinist).
| wanted nmy personal causes |ike TAR Col | ege' s Merdeka, our PM s WAawasan,
or a certain Singaporean Senior Mnister's ability to strike fear into
gum chewers

Sone el ement of benevol ence was still there but a stronger recurring
t hene becane obvious: the craving for recognition. | wanted recognition
that | was an individual, that | was a bright spark, that | could nake a
di fference in the world.

I wished people to know that | could quote Shakespeare, that | had read
the forbi dden Rushdi e and the obscure G useppe D Lanpedusa. | wanted to
set nyself apart fromthe masses and their "hankering for a vol uptuous
imobility" (credit to G useppe).

| wanted to boast that my parents had spent a disproportionate sumto
educate me - and they had got nore than their noney's worth. And a thread
of this egotistical theme was a lust for immortality - that | as an



i ndividual lived beyond this fragile body of mne - if not as a direction

in humanity's mind at least as a footnote in history. Ch, yes, | had airs!
It was probably because | wasn't very popular in school that | was such an
intell ectual attention-seeker.

So howdid I justify such selfish notivations? | was convinced that the
substance of nmy beliefs were grounded in a sense of propriety and
obligation; and so long as | channelled ny efforts to do good in the
worl d, maybe |'d be forgiven for appeasing ny ego with fane. Or even
fortune. | thought that individual anbition could be consistent with
collective welfare. Sounds |ike a very Mal aysi an way of thinking, doesn't
it?

But how fickle a teenager's anbitions are. It wasn't very |long before
di scovered college |ife overseas. The zaman nengganas had dawned on ne and
my capacity for fun was unquenchabl e.

My attention span was reduced fromvolunes to chapters and then to the
| abel s on beer bottles; ny idols, fromgreat nen of history to cartoon
nmonkey- spankers on MIV (funnily enough, |ike Beavis & Butthead, | never
scored).

This was al so reflected on ny bookshel f: Hawking's Brief History of
Time, Anags Nin's Under a G ass Bell, Esquire magazine's free lift-out
"How To Succeed Wth Wonen in 10 Easy Steps..." The npbst dire vacuum was
t he absence of any commbn sense in nmy exam papers.

Consequently, the conplaints of the shareholders (mum and dad) on the
m smanagenent of their investnment (that is, me not becomng a | awer and
providing themw th a secure source of inconme for their retirenment) led to
some serious financial repackaging (a cut in pocket noney).

Bei ng the amazi ng managenent consultants they were - nums a retired
teacher, dad's an ex-servicenen - their advice resulted in nmy passing
t hrough university first tine.

Here | amnowin a |linbo between academ a and working life. Possibly on
the threshold of a career in a dauntingly serious profession.

You nmay wonder what has happened to all the ideals along the way. A
return to the earliest dreanms of uphol ding and protecting justice in
society? Using ny job to save the environment? As a neans of infiltrating
establ i shment and exacting revolution fromabove? To support my incurable
penchant for social life?

The answer is: | want it all

I've |l earnt along the way that dreans and anbitions change, the way
her oes have done in Hol |l ywood novies. There aren't that many good and bad
guys with incorruptible principles as in Batman and Star Wars anynore.

The heroes of our age have weaknesses and failures as in real life.

Ni chol as Cage's character in Leaving Las Vegas was an al coholic. Jerry
Maguire's problemwas a | ack of conmtnent as was the Saint's. Reservoir
Dogs' M Bl ack was a bank robber and an indiscrimnate killer (so nuch for

real life). | guess ny weakness is ny ego. And | accept it.

Al as, at the moment |'ve surrendered to the primal instincts of ny
Chi nese nmercantile blood. | want a job with stock options, a handphone, an
apartnent in central KL, a Mss Malaysia girlfriend, and a BMNwi th built-
in karaoke and a licence plate with a lot of eights init. |I want fane,
recognition, wealth and inmmortality.

And if | do sone good for society along the way... you'll just have to

forgive ne for that. - ethos
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