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  The school holidays were coming up! After months and months of studying and round after round of tuition and endless mugging for our year-end exams, FINALLY we were FREE! I knew we were in for a treat when I heard some of the boys in class talking about a school trip, ABROAD! Wow. I was like TOTALLY OVER THE MOON!


  So what would it be, a Geography trip to Egypt to see the Aswan Dam and the River Nile? Or maybe a Literature trip to Australia for an introduction to Theatre Studies? I couldn’t believe my luck! The best thing about being in secondary school is that we get to go on overseas trips in the name of a learning journey. I read in a newspaper article that up to 90,000 kids in Singapore get to travel on overseas school trips yearly. Brilliant! It’s the perfect excuse to leave Singapore during the holidays! Just imagine: no tuition, no remedial classes and no sports training! But the best part? Getting AWAY FROM FAMILY! No naggy Mum, no annoying siblings either. What more could I ask for?


  I hope we can apply to have our own credit cards when we travel. I must ask Mum to get me one. I should also get one of those cool trolley cases that have 360-degree spinner wheels! Those cases are compact enough to store everything, plus they provide bum rest. AWESOME! I should start making a list. Oh boy, I can’t wait to pack! And I know exactly what I’ll bring with me on my trip.


  It’s going to be one FANTASTIC trip! I’m really looking forward to my first overseas expedition. I wonder where we’ll be taken.
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  IT ALL STARTED WITH MUM


  At breakfast this morning, Mum said she’d been in touch with my best friends’ mothers. She was excited to learn that Alvin and Anthony, my former classmates from primary school, would be going on the same trip as me.


  Whoa! That was cool! I looked up from my food briefly and gave her a thumbs up. That’s Mum. She always knows what’s happening, before I do. It’s amazing how she has eyes growing out of the back of her head.


  I wasn’t surprised that my friends would be going on the same trip, as from our conversations I knew that we use the same textbooks for Geography and Literature though we go to different schools. Mum went on and on about how important it was for us to stick together since we’d be travelling for the first time without our parents. I didn’t pay her much attention, as I was intent on fishing alphabets out of my cereal. But I briefly looked up when I heard the words “cultural experience”.


  Yeah, for sure. Anything outside of Singapore is a cultural experience. I hope they’ll allow us to go digging for treasure in the Pharaohs’ tombs. But if I remember correctly from the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark, which I’ve watched once on DVD, there were thousands of snakes in the tombs! Yikes! That’s like my all-time phobia—REPTILES! But it’s probably a silly fear; tomb raiders must have cleaned everything out, nothing to be afraid of. I’d also heard boys in my class talking about the National Institute of Dramatic Art in Sydney, Australia. If we were heading there for Theatre Studies, I know we’d wing it. After all, Alvin and Anthony have acted in a TV show before, and I was the alpha male on the set. I wrote the script. Bet my acting would be better than my writing!


  My sister, Whoopie, sulked big time throughout breakfast. She couldn’t stop whining, “He always gets all the fun! ALWAYS!” I threw her an evil eye when Mum wasn’t looking. Keep on dreaming, kid. What, she’s only 10!


  Even if she was older, I doubt Mum would let her out of the house on her own! Duh. Travel abroad without parents? No way! She should just stick to dolling herself up in the toilet and practising the Cup Song. (I can’t understand what it is about Anna Kendrick’s song that has ALL GIRLS from America to Singapore stacking cups and slapping hands.)


  Just look at my little brother, Everest—he’s normal, unlike Whoopie. I’m so proud of him! He’s a Mini-Me, always copying what I do. He tried his best to pick out alphabets without drawing Mum’s attention. Man…he’s so cute I’m surprised Mum hasn’t offered him up to act in McDonald’s commercials! Just think of all the money he could bring us! But no, Mum said she wouldn’t exploit him for money. Oh well, it’s her loss.


  I got a sharp word from Mum when she saw how soggy my cereal had turned. It looked disgusting. I managed to form a couple of words with the alphabets I’d picked out. I smirked when Mum said she’d be buying me “reliable” luggage for the trip.


  I stopped rearranging my alphabets to WhatsApp her an image of the trolley case I’d found on the Internet.
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  I thought I heard Mum snort when she checked the image I sent. She said, “I’ll think about it.” Which meant no. I chipped in hastily, “I promise to pay you back by cleaning the house every day. For the rest of my life!” That made her smile. She ruffled my hair and said sweetly, “Just go and enjoy your trip.”


  I knew it was either now or never so I put on my most electrifying smile and dropped my bomber: “So may I have a credit card of my own?” That question provoked a reaction that I didn’t expect.


  My sister threw up her ENTIRE breakfast. And guess where the shooting cereal was directed? At Mum. Great. My question was forgotten. Mum couldn’t stop shrieking as she scrambled to grab the tablecloth to wipe half-ingested cereal off her face. Just before she cleaned everything from the table, I took a picture of the words I’d formed with my cereal:
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  I looked at what Everest had formed with his alphabets:
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  THE BOMBSHELL


  I met up with Alvin and Anthony after school. We’d arranged to meet in Serangoon, in the library inside Nex shopping mall. They were late. By the time they sauntered into the library to find me, I had something like six books to check out:
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  Alvin took a look at my books and started sniggering. And he was LOUD. One lady librarian shushed him a couple of times, but he only stopped when he stuffed a hanky into his mouth. I didn’t get it. What was so funny? I didn’t write those silly books! I’d taken hours to comb the travel and geography sections to pull them out. Anthony looked kind of worried when he asked, “Your mum didn’t tell you where we are going?”


  I was puzzled. What was he talking about? “She just said she was picking one of three trips the school offered. It’s either Egypt or Sydney, right?” Alvin was asked to leave the library when he burst out laughing. A horrible thought struck me.


  “The third one? No, she wouldn’t pick that!” Anthony avoided my eyes, but when he couldn’t stop scratching his neck till it turned red, I felt uneasy.


  The third trip was a cultural immersion programme. In Taipei, Taiwan! No. It couldn’t be! Mum wouldn’t be so evil as to send me there! What would I do? We’d PERISH in Taipei! The three of us are HOPELESS at Chinese! We are talking about consistently FAILING our Chinese exams! I shrugged and said nonchalantly, “She wouldn’t waste her money. I’d DIE if she picked Taipei.” Anthony thumped me hard on the back in response. I was suspicious when he said too brightly, “Reading is good for you. These books look really interesting!”
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  I confronted Mum at dinner that evening. I regretted my decision to let her submit the travel consent form without letting me see it. She’d offered to turn it in during the recent parent-teacher meeting. I’d told her I was OK with going to either Egypt or Australia. But I’d said nothing about Taipei. She knows how much I hate learning Chinese!


  I went straight to the point and asked, “Mum, I’m NOT going to Taipei, am I?” She avoided looking at me. When Whoopie started sniggering when she heard “Taipei”, I pleaded again desperately, “Tell me you didn’t pick Taipei!” Mum looked at me and smiled apologetically. “Er, I had a conversation with your teacher. She said Egypt and Australia were oversubscribed…” I cut her off in mid-sentence. “But it’s OK. We’d get to ballot. My luck can’t be that bad! I’d stand a chance just like everyone else!” Mum added hastily, “But there was no competition for Taipei! There weren’t enough sign ups. The trip would have to be cancelled!”


  “So what did you do?” I asked. But I already knew the answer. “Your teacher said I’d be helping her out. It’s a cultural experience. Going abroad will teach you things. It’s about learning from real experiences that no textbook can offer,” Mum said. I turned away from my dinner to search for the overseas programme booklet that I’d chucked aside. I flipped through it to the page that read “Taipei: 11 Days of Cultural Immersion”. I felt blood drain from my face when Mum said reassuringly, “It’s going to be FUN, trust me!” Trust? I felt absolutely betrayed!
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  I WhatsApped Alvin and Anthony immediately.
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  Yeah, right. That’s about the only silver lining in this cloud.


  When Whoopie asked if she could have my room when I’m away, I resolved to come back in one piece. I will survive this trip! There’s no way I’m going to let her take over my room, so I CANNOT DIE on this trip! I’m going to find a way to padlock my room.


  Just my luck to have a Good Samaritan for a mother. Helping my teacher out? Oh pleeeasseee.


  


  DAY BEFORE TAKEOFF


  Things moved very quickly after Mum came clean about the trip. I was still upset, but I knew when to hold my tongue. It didn’t help that everyone agreed that going to Taipei would be exciting. And culturally enriching. Those words again! If I hear them one more time, I’m going to throw up.


  Dad gave me a pair of Aviator sunglasses as a gift, and a card that he’d made. He said it was a compilation of his insights from having travelled for years on the job. He visits major cities’ attractions to learn from them how to create the best customer experience at Changi Airport.
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  Dad’s Travel Advice:
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  I thanked him and tucked the card away in my diary. I hope it’ll come in useful when I get homesick and cry for my bed. I wonder what fun things kids get to do in Taipei. Hmmm…maybe we will get to meet pop stars, or drink an unlimited supply of bubble tea! I bet there’ll be lots of souvenirs to buy, too!


  I looked at the backpack that Mum had got me for the trip. Yeah, right. So much for hoping to get a trolley case! Even if there are lots of things to buy, how am I going to bring them back in a haversack? As for the credit card, Mum said no as one, I’m not of legal age (but I’m old enough to have Facebook!) and two, she said I’d lose it. She added that it’d kill her to see its fraudulent abuse by criminals. If she was so afraid, she shouldn’t have sent me to Taipei!


  The packing was done fast, as I’d already made up a list of what to bring. I just had to hand it to my minion to pull the stuff together. With a genius for a brother, it was no sweat. I didn’t have time to check that he got everything right. Well, how far wrong could he go? It’s just clean underwear, clothes, shoes and food. I made sure I had my passport, air ticket, Taiwanese money, iPhone and diary in a hand-carry pouch.


  When Mum wasn’t looking, I managed to squeeze my pillow into the haversack. It was quite easy as the cotton stuffing in the pillow is soft and worn.


  I couldn’t imagine sleeping without it! It’s a memento from home! And that was it. I was all packed and ready to embark on my fate.
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  AT CHANGI AIRPORT


  It was awful to have Mum at the airport. It was so EMBARRASSING! She just couldn’t stop crying! Oh pleasseee…I’m old enough to take care of myself! But it was touching to know she was going to miss me. I could have sworn Whoopie was ecstatic enough to have put her friends in a cheering squad to send me off; she was SOOOOO HAPPY to say bye, she just couldn’t stop smiling! Her smile was so BRIGHT and GLEEFUL that it hurt, maybe a little, to know that she couldn’t wait to see me leave. Everest, on the other hand, was cool. He gave me a simple salute, and that was it. As for Dad? He was great! He passed me a book that he’d dug out from somewhere.


  I took a look at the cover and smirked. Bet it’d come in useful to survive this trip. I gave him and Mum a hug before going through the Departure Hall’s glass doors. When I was on the other side, I made a big show of waving the BIG KEY in my hand at Whoopie. I couldn’t stop chuckling when I saw her face crumple with disappointment as she realised that I’d locked my bedroom. Boy, I’m going to miss messing with her.


  Alvin and Anthony were waiting for me. After we cleared Immigration, we high-fived one another. Oh yeah. Our FIRST adventure ABROAD! Just before boarding the plane, I flipped through the book that Dad had given me.


  CHINESE FOR DUMMIES


  I found something interesting on Page 5. It read, “You only need to know 10 Mandarin phrases to survive any conversation.” Really? This could come in handy so that I wouldn’t look stupid! The flight was four and a half hours long, I could easily memorise these phrases then!
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  FLYING ON SCOOT


  We flew on Scoot. For a low cost carrier, it was “PLANE AWESOME”! With 11 toilets on the plane, I’d never felt more at home! Alvin, Anthony and I had booked the “Super Seats” in Row 61. There was ample room for our legs! Fantastic! Fiddling with my iPhone, I thought it’d be fun to create a series of Instagram pictures flying on the plane! I spent the entire journey switching between playing Minecraft and editing my pictures. I’m secretly hoping that these pictures will go viral and get lots of likes! Maybe Scoot will be so pleased that they’ll offer me a free trip or something! One can dream, right?
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  It was such a pleasant flight. No Mum to nag me, and as I was smart enough to pee before boarding the plane, I didn’t even need a toilet break! When Anthony asked me if I’d memorised the 10 Mandarin phrases from the book, I grunted in reply, “If anyone speaks to me in Mandarin, I’ll just refer them to Page 5. How difficult can it be?”


  We cleared Immigration and picked up our bags pretty quickly after we landed. I saw about seven other boys from our plane joining us at the arrival gates. That’s us: 10 kids from Singapore and one teacher-chaperone. We picked out our driver easily. Hard to miss him when he was holding a sign that read, “WELCOME SINGAPORE ALIENS!”
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  I looked closely at the other boys. I didn’t recognise anyone. Alvin said that we were all selected from different schools. I guess that’s the real objective of the programme, to see if a bunch of strangers forced into a cultural experiment would end up killing one another.


  I was disappointed that there were no girls. Oh well, we were always told in school that we are too young to get into a relationship. But one can always look at girls!


  I was alarmed that everything had moved so efficiently. I was actually looking for a toilet, but the driver was impatient to move us along. I couldn’t understand a single word he was saying, but I didn’t dare to stop him to gesture that I needed to pee.
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  The journey to the centre of Taipei City felt like the longest trip of my life! Alvin said it was only an hour long. But if he’d added four and a half hours of flight time to an hour in the van, he’d understand what torture I had to endure holding my pee in. It was excruciatingly painful. I had to keep crossing and uncrossing my legs so often! The hundreds of neon city signboards that flashed in our faces as we drove through town only added to my anxiety. I felt giddy from looking at them! As we neared our drop-off point, I had to release my seat belt as it caused pressure and my pee was close to shooting out! When the van pulled into the driveway of our motel/dormitory/whatever, I was the first to scramble out. I ran around the lobby like a chicken without a head.


  Boy was I glad that I knew exactly what to say in Mandarin! “I need the toilet!” I said it to almost everyone I saw in the building. When it was finally pointed out to me, I almost shouted with relief! I ran towards it and yanked the door open. Imagine my shock when I saw a boy perched on the toilet seat!


  He YELLED at me in a torrent of angry Chinese words before pulling the door shut. I didn’t understand a word of it. But I heard my mother mentioned. I was FURIOUS at being denied use of the toilet! When I finally heard him flush, I stepped back hurriedly to let him get out. Eeeiuwww…the toilet stank when he opened the door! It was really SMELLY! I took a good look at him as he brushed past me rudely. He looked to be around the same age as me. Definitely a local Chinese student, as he was wearing a school uniform: long black trousers and a tucked-out white shirt, with his green tie askew.


  He threw me a condescending look and muttered something like “bai chi”. I made a mental note to check what it meant. My first hour in Taipei and I’d already made an enemy.


  Oh man…I was so lucky.


  


  DINNER AT THE CANTEEN


  We were given one hour to unpack and to explore the building. I couldn’t believe Mum sent me flying for close to five hours to learn Chinese in a FOREIGN LAND! The building we were in was a nondescript beige. Everything looked like the schools we have back in Singapore. But there were “artefacts” planted in study corners all over the place! Cassette players and VCRs were still in use, imagine that! Posters of Taiwanese movies decorated the walls. Bet these were all learning aids used to help students learn Mandarin. But I didn’t care for any of these; I was only concerned with where we’d be sleeping!


  When we saw the rooms we were assigned to, we were relieved that there was air conditioning! We were four to a room. The rooms were spartan, but clean. We’d be sleeping on wooden-framed beds with green bedsheets, how charming. Everything looked close to what Dad had shown us in pictures from his National Service days in “Operation Starlight” in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. What a dumb name for a covert training operation.
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  Talking about stars, there was one shining brightly in my room. It was a poster of Jay Chou in The Rooftop. His self-directed movie! Whoa…this star is Taiwan’s BIGGEST singing sensation! I was so excited to see Jay Chou that I couldn’t stop taking selfies in front of the poster! I was secretly hoping we’d bump into him in Taipei…until someone mentioned that he’d gone on a tour ABROAD. Just my luck.


  I counted my small blessings. At least I’d be sharing a room with Alvin and Anthony; they’d been assigned to my room! Oh yeah. But I wondered who our fourth roommate would be. He didn’t show up even after we’d unpacked our stuff. We felt hungry so we went looking for food. Imagine our surprise when we found our way into a huge dining hall that looked like our school canteens in Singapore.


  It wasn’t food that got us excited; it was the sight of GIRLS! Oh man…there were so many of them! And Alvin was right, Taiwanese girls are really pretty! They were chattering in Mandarin. Which made it all so mysterious at the same time because I didn’t know a word of what they were saying.


  There were boys in the canteen too. But our attention wasn’t on them. We focused on getting a seat. Just as we were choosing between sitting close to where the food was being served and a table of three pretty girls, a hush settled among the diners.


  We felt the hairs on our necks tingling with anticipation. Someone important had just walked into the hall. The three of us turned in unison to see what everyone was looking at. My jaw dropped when I saw four boys striding in military precision down the aisle, arms swinging cockily, with their heads held high. I felt saliva caught in my throat when I saw their leader—he was the toilet boy I’d met earlier.


  He stopped mid-stride when his eyes landed on me. He thumbed his nose and said haughtily for everyone to hear, “bai chi”! That word again. No one dared to say anything. The tension in the room was unbelievable. It was so quiet that I could hear the tapping of tree branches against the glass of the canteen windows.


  I threw my mind back to the list of 10 Chinese phrases. I picked one out of desperation and said quickly in the best Mandarin I could muster, “Nice to meet you”. And Alvin, always looking out for me, guessed what I was trying to do. He added hastily in halting Mandarin, “We are the aliens from Singapore.” That broke the ice. Everyone started laughing and gave a round of applause to welcome us. I smiled nervously and extended a hand to the leader. He looked at it for a beat before backslapping it as acknowledgement. I was relieved. He’d accepted us.


  We took our seats beside the three pretty girls. They smiled at us encouragingly before lapsing into fluent English. We were surprised, but glad. They claimed to be international students from Malaysia. I nodded at them happily. We were all victims in a cultural experiment.


  “His name is Quan Yang,” offered one of the girls. I looked at her, noticing that her eyes were pretty. She blushed when I stared a minute too long. I grinned at her and asked, “Is he local?” She shook her head. “From mainland China,” she offered. “He’s always talking about annexing Taiwan,” she giggled. I smiled. I knew enough about the history of Taiwan to understand the joke.


  Taiwan, long considered a “breakaway” part of China, never lets down its guard, for fear of China using force to seek reunification. In 1949, two million Chinese people followed Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government to flee to the island. Together with the indigenous minorities that were living in Taiwan and its offshore islands, Taiwan came to be known as the Republic of China. Today, it has a population of 23 million and is one of Asia’s strongest economies.


  “He’s a bully,” the girl added before turning to her food. I stole a glance at Quan Yang. I had a sense of foreboding about my stay in Taipei.


  That night, I learnt through gossip that the bully is studying in Taipei because his parents have relocated from China for a big job in the city. As for the pretty girl who made me feel so welcome, her name is Jolin. She said her parents named her after Taiwan’s second biggest Mandopop star, Jolin Tsai. The fact that she’s Malaysian made me happy. At least we understand each other! We are practically neighbours!
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  My trip in Taiwan had taken on new meaning. I didn’t count on getting to be friends with a girl, but hey, that was the icing on the cake! There must be lots to share in learning about Malaysia as much as Taiwan! As for Quan Yang, I’d just have to stay out of his way. I checked the meaning of “bai chi” in my digital dictionary. It meant “idiot”. What a bummer. Hope the label won’t stick. Before we went to bed, I reminded Alvin and Anthony to keep a low profile, especially when we found out that the other seven boys that came with us on the plane had been assigned to other classes. It was just the three of us and the girls from Malaysia. And guess what? Quan Yang and his brood are also in our class, just our luck. This is going to be one of the toughest rides of my life. 11 days in Taipei—I need all the luck I can get.
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  DAY 1: THE MANDARIN LEARNING CENTRE


  The same minivan that had picked us up at the airport came for us again. We were dropped off at the Mandarin Learning Centre at 7.30am sharp. I was so sleepy that it didn’t register when we were herded into a university-like campus. The red-brick building looked warm and inviting, but I was feeling too grouchy to appreciate my surroundings.


  Alvin and Anthony were busy snapping pictures. I was irritated as they’d been at it since breakfast! What was so interesting about taking selfies with four different types of eggs: scrambled, fried sunny-side up, hard-boiled and cooked as an omelette? There was Chinese tea and soya milk too, but I really hoped we’d get better food. If not, I’d be forced to sneak out to sample what people had been telling us that Taiwan is famous for: MOUTHWATERING SNACKS sold on the streets!


  When we reported to class, we were assigned to a claustrophobic-looking room with a mirror lining one side of the wall. I peered at the mirror closely. Maybe it was a twoway looking glass; I bet there were people on the other side waiting to spy on us!


  Woe would befall anyone who couldn’t speak a word of Mandarin; you’d be reported to the Centre Director to undergo PUNISHMENT! Have your fingers strapped in a torture board and stretched near to BREAKING POINT…ARRRGHH! The HORROR OF IT! Jolin and her friends were amused by what I said. They just couldn’t stop giggling. Quan Yang kept throwing me dagger looks. At one point, I heard him rant in a string of Chinese vulgarities in my direction. That shut me up for a bit. Better to keep quiet; I’d fulfilled my entertainment value for the morning.


  I wouldn’t know what to say about the lessons. “Culturally challenging” is probably the right term to describe what we did. There was Chinese reading in the morning followed by a movie, some boring show called Dream of the Red Chamber. I didn’t know what it was about; I snored through it. Why couldn’t they let us watch something more exciting, like a martial arts flick!


  Well, the bonus was that we were assigned a really CUTE Taiwanese teacher, Miss Cai. I thought she looked like the sweet, doe-eyed actress Kimi Hsia who was in the movie Zone Pro Site: The Moveable Feast, Taiwan’s box-office hit! But she seemed really timid; bet she’d never been assigned so many boys in one class before, HA!


  After the movie, we were taken on a short walk around the campus, and even sat in to watch a “Read & Speak Mandarin” competition in the evening.


  It was weird seeing students of different nationalities speaking Mandarin. They were so earnest about everything: preparing their speeches, rehearsing them over and over again, and squaring off with partners before taking to the microphone. Even comments given by the judges were all zealously noted down.


  A white American student came up to talk to me. He had a strange Chinese accent. I struggled to understand what he said. Or maybe I was never serious about trying to converse in Mandarin with anyone. He said something about having learnt Chinese for the last four years on his own…through listening to tapes and watching videos!


  I used the only appropriate sentence I could recall from the list of 10 Chinese phrases, “Unbelievable! Incredible!” He looked proud of himself. And that made me feel a little small. He’s not even Chinese and he’s more serious than me about learning the language! When it was time for us to leave, I wished him luck for the rest of his stay in Taipei.
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  That night, I was disappointed to find that dinner consisted of breakfast dressed differently. We had a choice of either chicken fried with scrambled egg, or pork and hardboiled eggs stewed in black sauce. I chose to eat instant noodles in my room. Good to know I wouldn’t go hungry on this trip.


  It was time to use my iPhone. Thank goodness there was free Wi-Fi in the rooms! I saw the selfies that Alvin and Anthony had posted on Instagram. Seriously, someone should teach them to write better captions.
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  The last thing to do was to WhatsApp Mum. There were several messages waiting for me. I smiled when I saw a picture that Everest had posted of Whoopie trying to pick my bedroom lock. She just doesn’t give up.


  Mum reminded me to change my underwear every day. Obviously. Dad asked if the Chinese book had come in useful. You wouldn’t guess, Dad. That night as I drifted off to sleep, I felt afraid. Just a little. My first trip abroad without my family. I’d missed them already.
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  DAY 2: MARTIAL ARTS AND A CULTURAL LEARNING VISIT


  This morning’s programme was marginally more exciting than yesterday’s. We got to learn some martial arts moves during morning exercise. I wasn’t surprised that Quan Yang got picked to lead us. He was a well of calm as he took us through the steps of Wing Chun. It was tough learning to maintain our posture as we exerted strength through controlled hand movements, but it was well worth the effort.


  We learnt about something called the centreline, a vertical line that runs along the centre of the body. If a triangle were drawn on the floor with our legs standing on the base of the triangle, our arms would form the equal lengths of the triangle. The height of the triangle is the centreline. The Wing Chun objective is to dominate the opponent’s centreline. We have to either attack our opponent or defend our own centreline in sparring. Cool to know this!
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  By the time we were through an hour of exercise, my back and hair were thoroughly soaked with sweat. I heard a kid asking Quan Yang how he’d learnt his moves. He said something about having learnt martial arts as compulsory training in school back in China. Wow.


  Who’d have thought? Imagine waking up at 6am every day to practise martial arts before lesson time. At 6am, I was still dreaming in la-la land. Every morning, it’s such a torture to wake up! I made another mental note not to cross Quan Yang’s path. The last thing I wanted was to end up as mashed tofu in his hands.


  In the afternoon, we were taught Chinese poetry. Oh man…it was so difficult to understand and appreciate these ancient Chinese texts! Our eyes were glazed over from hearing Miss Cai recite line after line from poems that made no sense! But we knew better than to create a ruckus; it was only our second day in class.


  Here are a few lines from a poem written by Song dynasty poet Su Dong Po. Like, what?


  Rising to a dance with my moonlight shadow, it doesn’t seem like I’m in the mundane world. Round and round, the light shines through my red mansion, leaving a trail on my sleeplessness.


  Why are partings celebrated by a moon that is bright and full? People have their own sorrows, joys, partings and reunions. The moon has its dimness and brightness.


  Our lives have never been perfect. But may we be blessed with longevity. Although we are a thousand miles apart, we are gazing on the same bright moon.
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  After pretending for a couple of hours to understand what we were learning, we were told we’d be going on our first field trip. HURRAY! And that was way more exciting than being stuck in class!


  We visited the National Palace Museum, where we spent close to three hours. It was great, except that it was crowded. Hordes of visitors had congregated from all over the world to see over 655,888 Chinese artefacts housed under one roof. But really, only a modest percentage is on display, according to what we were told.
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    STUFF WE LEARNT:


    Oldest treasures date from the Song Dynasty (960—1279)


    Collection was first moved in 1924 to Beijing’s Palace Museum. During the Japanese invasion, they were packed up and sent by train to Nanjing and later Shanghai. Over the years, the collection was housed in crates and spirited all over China to escape falling into Japanese hands. By 1949, the artefacts were shipped to Taiwan following Chiang Kaishek’s defeat by Mao Zedong’s Communists.


    The collection was first viewed in a “temporary” National Palace Museum opened in 1965.


    From 2002 to 2006, major renovations were held, adding to new exhibition formats, a multimedia room, interactive displays and exploratory exhibits.


    COOL FACTS


    • 35 galleries


    • Free English-language tours!


    • Use Google View for a preview of the museum!


    • See Rare Books & Secret Archives…with over 200,000 rare books and nearly 400,000 historical documents dating from the Qing Dynasty (1644—1911)


    WHAT AMOS LEE RECOMMENDS!


    View exquisite Jingdezhen imperial porcelain wares, harking back to the days of the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644). My favourite exhibit is the Doucai Chicken Cup!


    The estimated worth of this cup is US$15,000. Seriously?
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    I wonder how much my chickens would fetch.


    [image: image]


    Jadeite Cabbage


    Jadework with brilliant craftsmanship from the Neolithic Age: The Beginning of Civilisation (Pre-1600 B.C.E.)—tracing the importance of jade in Chinese culture and spiritual worship. Just imagine, jade may be white, green, brown or even red! These jade pieces are carved into blades, discs, dragons or figurines of humans and gods. Several pieces have been in existence for more than 7,000 years! The prettiest piece in the collection is the 19cm-long Jadeite Cabbage!


    As far as I know, jade is the Bangle of Universal Identity for Chinese grandmothers!


    Calligraphy works created during the Tang, Ming (1368—1644) and Qing (1644—1911) dynasties. One of the most important pieces in the collection is by Song Dynasty painter Wen Tong…here’s a quick sketch done in my diary. Am I a genius or what?
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    What I liked about him is his cute moniker. He’s known as Mr Xiao Xiao.


    Bamboo in Ink, Wen Tong (1018—1079), Song Dynasty (960—1279) Hanging scroll, ink on silk, 131.6 × 105.4cm, National Palace Museum, Taipei

  


  This must be the BEST of all selfies taken. The three of us, taking a BITE out of the Jadeite Cabbage. Looks pretty, but not so yummy!
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  That night, we invited Jolin and her friends to our room to feast on instant noodles. It was awesome to watch the girls tear up as they tucked into my spicy Prima Taste Laksa!


  We laughed, chatted and even had tears running down our cheeks by the time we were ready to call it a night. Jolin said we were lucky that our fourth bed was not taken. Really? I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. I had heard rumours that Quan Yang would be transferring to our dorm as we had a spare bed. There was something about a typhoon approaching Taipei. One of the windows in his room had been smashed because of strong winds!


  Who’d have guessed that fierce winds could cause such damage? Thank goodness we were safe and sound at the museum the entire afternoon. Just when I thought nothing could go wrong with the girls, Mum had to call. I made the mistake of receiving her call on speakerphone.


  She practically screamed, loud enough for everyone to hear, “AMOS, DID YOU CHANGE YOUR UNDERWEAR TODAY?” And as if that wasn’t bad enough, she added, before making embarrassing smooching sounds over the phone, “I know you brought your SMELLY pillow with you on the trip!”


  I almost DIED! How could she! I tried to laugh it off. But seeing the disgusted looks on the girls’ faces, I wished the typhoon had struck and blown me far, far away.
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  DAY 3: A DAY TO GOOF OFF!


  OUR LUCKY DAY! This morning, we heard that all schoolteachers had to attend a Typhoon Disaster Management briefing. Miss Cai left us with a simple assignment, which we finished in less than 30 minutes! So we had the entire morning to ourselves! What a bizarre twist of fate, thanks to Fitow! Yup, that’s what the typhoon is called. Apparently, it’s named after a Micronesian flower.


  After morning tea break, we got a package each, presented by the Mandarin Learning Centre’s staff. Each of us received a travel directory that highlighted Taiwan and its attractions. I wouldn’t be surprised if the package was sponsored by the Tourism Board. Good thing it was printed in both English and Chinese! I had a quick read.


  It was interesting! If I had to list similarities between the Taiwanese and Singaporeans, they’d be these:


  1. We are both tuition-crazy nations. In Taiwan, cram centres are called buxiban.


  2. We are obsessed with bubble tea! This must surely be THE BIGGEST Taiwanese creation!


  3. Street food culture is strong. In Singapore, hawkers are hailed as heroes for preserving local heritage through our ethnic foods. Taipei is no different, street food is revered here! Some of Taipei’s local dishes are similar to ours, although there are variations in the style of cooking. For example, two dishes that we got to try so far: white radish cake fried in square slabs for this morning’s breakfast and mian xian, a soup-based noodle dish cooked with slivers of pig’s intestines for one of the nights’ suppers, thanks to Quan Yang’s friend who sneaked out to buy it.


  4. Taiwanese men over 20 must serve compulsory military service in Taiwan. In Singapore, 18-year-old male Singaporeans serve mandatory National Service. The difference between the two countries is in the duration of service.


  5. Not forgetting there’s also our common roots! As Chinese, our forefathers hailed from China. But unlike in Mainland China, fan ti zi or traditional Chinese is used for reading and writing in Taiwan. Singapore, like Malaysia and China, uses simplified Chinese.


  I’m happy to know that that’s one more thing to bind me to Jolin! Putting us together is like creating ice kachang. She’s the red bean and I’m the attap chee. We make a perfect pairing! I hoped she didn’t think I’m a baby for carrying my pillow around, after she’d heard from Mum.
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  As for Quan Yang, just our luck that he’d moved into our dorm. I didn’t let my emotions show but FOR CRYING OUT LOUD, HE MOVED IN AT 5AM! He made such a ruckus bringing all his belongings over that he woke us up! None of us could sleep after that. And he took such a LONG TIME doing his big business before we could brush our teeth. The stench he left behind reeked all the way to high heavens!


  Anyone would think he was WRITING A BOOK in the toilet! But what was the worst thing about having him move in? He has a PET! It’s no cute bunny or cuddly guinea pig! It’s some vicious-looking RAT! And it had HUGE TEETH THAT GNASHED AND CLACKED. How did I know? I was dumb enough to check his bags when he was in the toilet. Imagine my SHOCK when I heard a sharp squeal. I pulled out a cage with a creature in it. It had the UGLY FACE OF A RAT! And it tried to claw me though the cage, gnashing and clacking its teeth menacingly!


  I screamed and almost dropped the cage! Straightaway, Anthony went looking for the Facility Manager. He wasn’t pleased to be woken up at 5am. But when we told him about the rat, he came to our room to take the cage away. He told Quan Yang that he’d safekeep it till we’d completed our programme at the Mandarin Learning Centre. Quan Yang didn’t dare to protest, but he’d given Anthony and me a hateful look.
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  Everyone was bored in class. There was no teacher around, what were we supposed to do? When Jolin asked if we could leave the Mandarin Learning Centre, I replied hastily, “Why not?” That got everyone excited.


  Sneak out when the teachers were attending a briefing? Whoa, if I could lead them out, that’d made me look really bold! I said in the most adult-like voice that I could muster, “No sweat! Taiwan has the MRT, so getting around would be like taking our own MRT back in Singapore!” Everyone thought it was a brilliant idea! Quan Yang didn’t want to be left out. He joined in by saying that he’d been around the city several times on his own, and it was pretty safe. That only lent weight to my suggestion.


  He asked where we should go. I thought quickly and said, “Shilin!” I’d made a mental note yesterday when we visited the National Palace Museum. There’s a popular night market in Shilin and there’s also this infamous eating place known as the Modern Toilet Restaurant. I’d made it my business to check out what we could do in Taipei. And this restaurant came up in my research!


  The FIRST toilet-themed restaurant in the world, this place has made news in many travel guidebooks and TV documentaries! Everyone thought it was an EXCELLENT IDEA to find this place—everyone, except Quan Yang who looked jealous that I knew more about Taipei than he did. Oh well…what could I say? I was just better at using the iPhone to suss things out. So we left the Centre, but we told ourselves we’d be back before the teachers ended their meeting, heh heh heh.


  


  AT THE MODERN TOILET RESTAURANT


  A giant poop mascot was the first thing we saw when we got there. It was cute, but nothing like the dishes, which bowled us over. A curry rice dish was served in an…eeeiuwww, toilet bowl! Buns were baked and presented in the shape of swirling poop, and get this, even green tea was served in urinal canisters that were probably first made as a pee-in-the-bed hospital contraption! The girls were laughing so hard, I wasn’t sure if they were grossed out or just amused.
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  The monster on the poop-inspired menu is the ice cream that was served in a miniature urinal dish! The whole place was quirky! I thought it was ingenious the way they had everything set up. We sat on tables that had glass lain across bathtubs. For seats, we got to perch on real toilet bowls. (Hopefully they were delivered straight from the factory and not decommissioned from use!)


  The people who took to the place well were mostly tourists out for a zany experience. There was a Taiwanese family comprising Dad, Mum and a young toddler who ordered a mountain of sweetened ice shavings served on a urinal contraption. I got a real kick from seeing the kid’s confused face. I just hope that didn’t give him the idea to pick out something from his potty to suck on when he got home. Watch out, Mum!


  We had a whale of a time taking selfies and posting them immediately on Instagram. I could tell Quan Yang didn’t like the place. Half the time, I thought he looked rather green in the face. HEH HEH HEH! I felt really smug when Jolin grabbed my arm to pose for a shot after we paid up and left the restaurant.


  I made a big show of pretending to put my arm around her, if only to get back at Quan Yang for rudely waking us from our sleep this morning. He looked so jealous at being upstaged that I just couldn’t stop sniggering.


  [image: image]


  Round one in my favour. Oh yeah. And we made it back to the Centre safely! We took a class vote and agreed that we should lobby to have Miss Cai let us out for one day officially. The girls didn’t feel good about having snuck out. Right, I totally understood. The good boy that I am, I promised Jolin I’d speak to Miss Cai. Anything, for Jolin.


  


  DAY 4: AN UNEXPECTED EVENT


  I let my guard down when I took a shower this morning before class. Someone took a secret picture of me and had it printed and stuck on the blackboard. Wow.


  The speed that it took to get it produced amazed me. Between the shower, breakfast and getting to class, it was barely 40 minutes. This kid must have carried some kind of portable printer on him. I felt hurt that I was bullied! Someone must really dislike me! But I didn’t expect the outpouring of sympathy that followed.


  The girls were indignant that someone had violated my privacy. Jolin actually kicked up a big fuss and complained to Miss Cai! Aaawww, she shouldn’t have done it. I was so touched! But I knew Miss Cai wouldn’t raise the issue as I saw her cast a worried glance in Quan Yang’s direction. He looked so fierce that she turned away quickly.


  The sneering smirk on his face confirmed my suspicion that he did it. My hunch was proven when he said loudly in Mandarin for everyone to hear, “If he’s stupid enough to wear his underwear when he’s showering, he shouldn’t be afraid to have his picture taken.” I understood what he said. So I liked to cover myself when showering in a communal facility, what’s wrong with that?


  One thing’s for sure: since Quan Yang moved into our room, thanks to his non-stop ranting in Mandarin, our understanding of the Chinese language has improved dramatically. I learnt that there are common words used when swearing or when scolding someone. Usually, your mother is mentioned, but the crudest forms are reserved for the body’s private parts.
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  This evening, Quan Yang surprised us again when his friends showed up at our room to sneak in two big bags of snacks. “Quick, eat, eat!” he said in Mandarin. He was so eager! Phieuuuw, the bags STANK! I was afraid to stay in the same room as them, but when Quan Yang invited Jolin and her friends over, I couldn’t just leave.


  Quan Yang produced fried curly bits of a brown snack for us to eat. I had my reservations but when everyone including the girls tucked in greedily and devoured everything he offered, I didn’t dare to say no.


  After emptying two bags, I asked Quan Yang in my best Mandarin, “What are we eating?” Imagine my surprise when he started chuckling. He said something about a duck’s part. He said it with a thick accent, and so fast that I didn’t catch it. It sure didn’t taste like duck’s meat! I had a sinking feeling when I saw Anthony’s face turn green, and then white. And right before our eyes, Anthony leaned towards Quan Yang and threw up whatever he ate.


  IN QUAN YANG’S LAP! We didn’t dare breathe as we saw Quan Yang’s face mottling with rage. And something else too—humiliation? Was Anthony’s act an accident or a show of defiance? Quan Yang gave a rude shout and sprang up quickly. He held Anthony by the neck in an arm lock and boxed both his ears, HARD.


  I knew I had to diffuse the tension. I dashed into the toilet to grab a wet towel. Suddenly, I felt two pairs of strong hands grab me from behind. Before I could react and struggle, I heard Jolin scream as one of the boys stripped off my shirt. When they got down to my trousers, I struggled and managed to break free. The bullies gave up on me and turned to the next victim, and guess who it was? Poor Anthony. He was still in a daze from having puked on Quan Yang. By then, the girls had fled the room. It was just seven boys in the room. Two boys held on to me and Alvin as Quan Yang and another boy reached for poor Anthony. They grabbed him and took off all his clothes. We watched, knowing that we couldn’t save him.


  A naked Anthony was carried down to the building lobby. There, in front of other kids looking on in shock, he was left curled up like a foetus on the ground. Quan Yang left him, laughing hysterically. All the kids just stood around and stared mutely. Some frightened ones ran to get help.


  When the Facility Manager came running to the scene, Anthony was hobbling around looking for something to cover himself with. I felt sorry for him as I saw him grab a potted plant. I was furious with myself for being too weak to help him. Quan Yang’s friends who’d held on to us left shortly.


  Anthony made it back to our room looking ragged and red-faced. I couldn’t look him in the eye. Alvin broke down and sobbed. I stared at both of them as I stewed. How did this turn out so BADLY? We came to Taipei to learn Chinese, not to be HUMILIATED! Anthony ran into the toilet to wash up. I could hear him crying and pounding the walls with anger as the water flowed at full blast. Quan Yang was unlike anyone we’d encountered back in Singapore. He was so vicious! I turned to Alvin as something hit me. I still didn’t know what it was that we ate. Alvin told me miserably, “Duck’s tongue”. And that was it? I couldn’t believe how mean Quan Yang was.


  Whatever it was, Anthony’s unfortunate reaction wasn’t meant to be an insult. Unless it was just a reason for Quan Yang to get back at him for having his pet rat taken away. Whatever it was, Anthony didn’t deserve to be shamed in public.


  


  DAY 5: A TENSE DAY


  It was a day of tension as the three of us squared off against Quan Yang and his friends in class. Miss Cai chose to read The Analects of Confucius today. Most of what she said in Mandarin went over our heads, but when we kept torturing her when we wailed, “Bu dong, bu ming bai”, meaning, “Don’t know, don’t understand anything”, she got tired. She gave up explaining everything in Mandarin and started translating the phrases into English. She was trying her best to get the girls and us three from Singapore to understand the meaning of the analects, but—aha!—she forgot that Quan Yang and his friends had a poor understanding of English!


  We saw their perplexed faces struggling to follow our rapid conversations going back and forth. Glad to let him have a taste of his own medicine! Making him look dumb not understanding English, well, was that smart or what? At one point, I saw him biting his upper lip and frowning as Jolin ticked him off in English. “You obviously do not understand the basic principles of Confucius! You’re far from being benevolent, kind and righteous!” Ouch.


  Who’d have thought she’d stand up for us?! I saw Anthony turning pink, pleased at being stood up for. What a Tigress! Awesome! She wasn’t afraid of the bully! Bet Quan Yang never thought he could be made to look vulnerable. Well, two could play that game. We may be bumbling clowns when it comes to learning Chinese, but in English, we lorded over him! During break time, I got a rude surprise when I checked my Facebook page. I saw a friend request from Quan Yang. He had just set up a new account! Oh man…where had he been living all this time? Under a rock? But I know in China, Facebook access is blocked. He probably only got to set up his account when he moved to Taiwan. But the cheek of it! After last night’s incident and our showdown in class…WTF!!!


  For our assignment that afternoon, we were asked to practise Chinese calligraphy. We could choose any phrases that we identified with from The Analects of Confucius. These were what I picked:


  • Rotten wood cannot be carved, nor can a wall of dried dung be whitewashed.


  • Fragrant and smelly grass cannot be stored in the same vessel; a wise emperor and a tyrannical ruler cannot rule a country together.


  • A gentleman is calm and spacious; the small man is always fretting.


  • Only the wisest and stupidest of men never change.


  • What is the good of being glib? Fighting men with tongue-craft mostly makes men hate you.


  It wasn’t lost on me that these were reflections passed down 2,500 years ago by one of China’s greatest philosophers. I could name one boy sitting in the room who embodied these phrases. Funny how wise Confucius was—a bad hat in the past was no different from one in the present.


  Amazing how in one afternoon, I learnt to see the bully as the “stupidest of men” and described as “small”. He’s also the “smelly grass” and a “tyrant”. The last sentence made me realise that I couldn’t carry on sparring with him in words; I had to show him we Singapore boys are not to be bullied.


  When we handed in our neat Calligraphy writings, Miss Cai was really pleased. I seized the opportunity and asked her very sweetly if we could have a day off the next day. She looked really nervous about the request. I told her that I represented the class in making the request; that all of us thought we’d learn more if we could get out and see the city on our own.


  She turned to the class and seemed uncertain. Then the girls started pleading as well. She finally relented and said we’d have to abide by a checklist of places she’d drawn up for us to visit. We were then put in groups. My group—me, Alvin and Anthony—was assigned to visit a cultural centre. Oh man…that didn’t sound exciting, but we agreed with everything she said just to make her happy.


  Class was then dismissed and we were asked to return to the dorm. But I decided to make a quick detour. I went looking for the teachers’ common room. I wanted to borrow something. I made sure no one saw me when I sneaked in to rummage around. I headed for Miss Cai’s desk, and I saw several things at once.


  She loves Famous Amos cookies! She had a BIG opened jar of cookies, and there were crumbs all over her table. Three other things were also on her desk: a brown cookie bag, a pair of scissors and a roll of masking tape. I picked up the bag and placed it back in the jar. But I pocketed the scissors and masking tape. It felt funny to know that Miss Cai loves Famous Amos cookies. I wondered if she likes me too.
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  In the wee hours of dawn the next day, while Quan Yang was still blissfully asleep, Alvin, Anthony and I painstakingly cut long strips of masking tape.


  AND GUESS WHAT WE WANTED TO DO? STRAP QUAN YANG TO HIS BED. It was awful to have to do it quietly. Half the time, we were so afraid that he’d wake up and beat us into pulp. But our patience and meticulous effort paid off.


  When we were through, I counted 61 strips of masking tape binding him in bed, and he slept through everything! There was no way he could free himself. We laughed silently, high-fiving one another. Next, we tucked our bolsters under the bedcovers to make them look like human bodies. We grabbed our passports, money and handphones, and quietly let ourselves out of the dorm. We had no intention of being around when Quan Yang woke up. It was time to get out into the city to have fun; it was our day off! Oh yeah!


  And just for the record, in case anyone (like my Mum) is reading this diary down the road…WTF? Welcome to Facebook. I ignored his request. Obviously.
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  DAY 6: IN THE CITY ON OUR OWN


  We told ourselves that we should enjoy ourselves before facing the consequences of what we’d done. We knew Quan Yang wouldn’t let us off, for sure! But for the rest of the day, we set our minds to HAVING FUN! It was fantastic that Miss Cai agreed to let us out on our own. I could imagine it wasn’t easy for her to trust us. But we’re old enough; we are 14 for crying out loud! Back in Singapore, we could get a job at 14! Taipei should be easy to get around on our own, and this wasn’t our first time! We’d managed to locate the Modern Toilet Restaurant just two days back! I took a look at Miss Cai’s programme for the day. There was a time sheet to log every activity we’d be doing. Oh man…it was a huge report with lots of columns to fill in, one box for everything we saw or did, for each hour. And we had to call her at the Centre after we were done.


  Honestly, the three of us just wanted to visit Taipei 101, one of Asia’s tallest buildings! But since we had to do something cultural first, we made our way to the place which Miss Cai had indicated on the programme. Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall. I wondered what other places the other groups got assigned to. I’d wanted to get Jolin and her friends to meet up with us, but it was hard to explain to the Facility Manager why I wanted to get into the girls’ dorm at 7am this morning, so we’d left without them.


  
    CHIANG KAI-SHEK MEMORIAL HALL VISIT:


    0800  Took the MRT to the Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall station.


    0900  Visited the audiovisual room, library, lecture hall, study centre, two art galleries and a model of the Generalissimo’s Office.


    What I learnt: A quick way to understand the history of Taiwan and the General’s accomplishments in protecting Taiwan’s independence. I didn’t think I would be interested in history, but I found it fascinating to trace the General’s life and struggles. I wouldn’t admit it if anyone had asked me, but I’d write it here, “Taiwan’s history came alive for me!” What the General had done for Taiwan brought to mind what we’d learnt in school back home—the struggles which our founding fathers, led by Lee Kuan Yew, had gone through in leading Singapore to its independence.


    1000  Spent ONE HOUR climbing the 89 steps to the entrance of the Hall, and guess what we were doing all that time? TAKING SELFIES WITH WHITE STONE LIONS, and doing other silly stuff like lying on the grass, making silly poses etc. etc. etc.


    1100 Visited the National Concert Hall’s Spring Water Pavilion Culture Teahouse (what a mouthful!) and drooled while people drank tea and ate delicious snacks. Everything was too expensive for poor students like us, so we opted to just clock this in as “been there, done that”.


    1200  Spent an hour filling in a doodle box listing the facts about the building of this place.


    [image: image]


    WHO IS CHIANG KAI-SHEK?


    A Nationalist, he joined Sun Yat-sen in revolutionary activities to overthrow the Qing dynasty.


    WHO IS SUN YAT-SEN?


    He was the first President of the Republic of China in 1912.


    A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW


    After Sun’s death in 1925, Chiang took over power and led expeditions into northern China to seize control over Chinese warlords. He then fought the Communists before joining forces with Communist Leader Mao Zedong during the Japanese invasion of China; but after the war, the Nationalists clashed with the Communists in a bloody civil war that ended with Mao proclaiming the People’s Republic of China in October 1949. Chiang fled to Taiwan with two million supporters and set up his Kuomintang government.
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  FAST FACTS


  • Marble-clad monument stands at 76m tall!


  • Opened in 1980


  • Land size is about the area of six Olympic-size swimming pools!


  • Inscriptions on the wall refer to Sun Yat-sen’s “three principles of the people: philosophy of ethics, democracy and science”.


  And that was it, we had completed our cultural assignment! Now for the unofficial part of the tour that didn’t go into the report, heh heh heh. We had a good time trying our best to rile the guard of honour. We couldn’t believe how stiffly he stood without batting an eyelid or moving a muscle. What an incredible feat!


  The changing of guard ceremony took place every hour. Boy, everybody wanted to watch that! It was really crowded! We couldn’t get through to the front of the line, so we waited for three hours, meaning we missed three rounds of changing of guards before we got a chance to get close! We managed to take lots of pictures! It felt great to be out on our own!
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  When we were happy with our pictures, we left the building. Then, I decided to call Miss Cai at the Mandarin Learning Centre to tell her we’d completed our report. The phone rang and rang. It was strange, no one picked it up. Alvin insisted that I’d made a wrong connection, as it was my first time calling a local Taiwanese number from my iPhone. I was a little worried so I ran to the ticketing booth to ask to borrow a telephone. The phone rang and rang, again, no one picked it up! Anxious, I decided to call one of the girls. I was thrilled to have a legitimate reason to call Jolin! She’d given me her handphone number after our trip to the Modern Toilet Restaurant.


  The first thing I heard when she picked up my call didn’t bode well. “You’re in trouble.” Huh? What was she talking about? Then she hung up. I called her again, but there was no answer as the phone was turned off. I waited for about ten minutes before trying again. Before I could get through, she called me first. “AMOS! WHERE IN THE WORLD ARE YOU?!” Huh? What a silly question! In Taipei, what was she screaming about?


  My heart lurched as she explained the situation I’d got into. Apparently, Quan Yang was left strapped in bed (no surprise there), but guess what? He’d spun an unbelievable story of how ROBBERS HAD BROKEN INTO THE DORM AND SCARED THE THREE OF US INTO RUNNING AWAY! LIKE WHAT?!


  The IDIOT even claimed he had fought off the robbers but was overpowered! WHAT A LOAD OF RUBBISH! HE SLEPT THROUGH THE ENTIRE TIME WE SNIPPED MASKING TAPE AND TAPED HIM IN BED. HE WAS AS DEAD AS A MUMMY!


  What an absolute cock-and-bull story! Fending off robbers? Oh pleeaaaseee…. Now he looked like the hero while we looked like runaway wimps?! The bad news didn’t stop there. A bag of money had been STOLEN from the teachers’ common room! That was the part where I collapsed to the ground; thank goodness I didn’t drop my iPhone! The POLICE had been called in and they were reviewing the CCTV tape to see who was in the teachers’ common room! Oh my goodness, it wasn’t any robber, it was ME! All I took was MASKING TAPE and a pair of SCISSORS!


  I didn’t dare to tell Jolin anything. I just told her to tell Miss Cai that we’d completed our assignment and that we’d be visiting Taipei 101 before heading back to the dorm.


  She agreed to relay the message. I was tempted to add that Quan Yang was telling A BIG FAT LIE! But I kept mum. Just before I cut her off, I asked for Quan Yang’s handphone number and memorised it. I hadn’t decided what I was going to do. One thing’s for sure, I was going to have a lot of explaining to do when the police see me on tape snooping around in the teachers’ common room. Oh man…


  


  STUCK IN A RUT


  After the call, none of us was in the mood to go to Taipei 101. But we couldn’t go back to the dorm either, so we didn’t know what to do.


  We spent an hour walking around aimlessly before Alvin said we should get something to eat. So we decided to go to the Taipei Main Station to look for food. The station was so horribly crowded that we decided to move towards Taipei 101 as we reckoned that no one would be going to “work” in the middle of the afternoon, and, hopefully, it’d be less crowded on the train heading towards the Central Business District.


  When we got to the Taipei 101 building, we were disappointed to learn that it’d cost us money to get to the observation deck on the 89th floor. And the queue of people waiting to go up was incredibly LONG!
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  Having visited the National Palace Museum and the Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall to experience history, I didn’t expect to see something so modern in the same city!


  Taipei 101 was the first building to be acknowledged as the TALLEST in Asia before skyscrapers in Shanghai overtook it. Its design also incorporates some feng shui elements…just imagine, tradition and modern engineering captured in one massive landmark. Impressive.
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  As we took the train back towards the Mandarin Learning Centre, Anthony looked unhappy. He said several bad things had been happening to us (he probably was referring to himself, since Alvin and I didn’t get stripped!). He suggested stopping at Taiwan’s oldest temple, the Longshan Temple, for prayers. I felt uncomfortable as it wasn’t something that I’d do, as Mum has never brought me to a temple before! But I guessed he’d been really traumatised; maybe it wasn’t a bad idea if it’d make him feel better.


  It was then that Alvin suggested putting all our money into my haversack. I didn’t understand the logic of it. He said we should pool our money and pay for everything equally—all our meals, rides and drinks. Whatever. I reluctantly agreed as I realised we were attracting unwanted attention as the only kids in the train speaking ENGLISH! I had to shut him up a couple of times.


  At the temple, Alvin went around taking pictures while I offered to wait at the entrance. Anthony slipped into the compound for an awfully long time as he wanted to get close to people praying to Guan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy. I had a good look around. The temple was built in 1738! It wasn’t called Taiwan’s Forbidden City for nothing. There were hordes of tourists and locals going in and out of the temple, for prayers, pictures or just to gawk. Exquisite sculptures, carvings and bronze works adorn the walls and rooftop. It was quite an experience to hang around, to absorb the sounds of people praying in devotion.
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  I noticed two things while waiting. One, there were many stalls selling freshly cut flowers and sticks of incense. Most visitors would buy something to make an offering. Two, I noticed that just across the street from the temple, there was a throng of people gathering to watch something. Curious, I decided to leave the temple to join the crowd.
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  Boy, it was a mistake. I was appalled when I saw what people were looking at. At a soup restaurant, a man had severed the neck of a turtle and left it exposed on a counter to attract customers! And the neck was still twitching as people stared and started snapping pictures! Oh man…it was SO CRUEL! I started feeling sick. I removed my haversack from my back to take out a piece of tissue paper. I felt something coming up my gut. I ran around to look for a toilet.


  I found one, but I couldn’t decide which was worse, the state of the toilet with brackish water “ponding”, or the image of the severed turtle’s neck. I puked, cleaned myself up and, worried about my friends, quickly returned to the temple. A picture of Anthony praying to the Goddess of Mercy struck me. The irony of that and the cruelty of what I’d witnessed made me sad.


  When the other two caught up with me, Anthony seemed to be in a better mood. Alvin was pleased with himself as he’d taken lots of pictures. They asked where I’d been. I blanched as I felt my empty back. I clawed my back urgently for my haversack…NO, I DIDN’T HAVE IT! ARRRGH!!! Alvin shouted at me as I turned and dashed back to the turtle soup restaurant. They ran after me, yelling for me to slow down. I got to the restaurant and was TERRIFIED when I didn’t see my haversack lying around! I ran off to the toilet.


  NOTHING! NO HAVERSACK! I racked my head for my best Mandarin phrases, scrambling to mash several sentences in rapid Mandarin, pleading with the restaurant staff for help! “Thanks for your help! I’m sorry to hear that!


  There’s nothing I can do about it! Unbelievable! BAG, BAG?!” I yelled in desperation!


  The restaurant staff struggled to understand me. When they realised I was looking for my bag, they shook their heads and said they hadn’t seen it. Oh man…I felt myself breaking into a panic. I started sweating…and my hands turned cold. All our money, my iPhone and my passport were in the haversack!


  Anthony started hyperventilating when he realised I’d lost ALL our money. Took him long enough! Alvin looked stricken, before he cursed and shouted at me for being a MORON! What an IDIOT! It was his LOUSY IDEA to POOL ALL THE MONEY WE HAD! Why blame me? I grabbed his phone to check its battery level. Just our luck, it was down to 17%. I didn’t even bother to ask Anthony; his mother had said he should borrow our handphones on this trip. So we only had Alvin’s handphone on us. And guess what? He didn’t have any numbers we could call for help. Not the Mandarin Learning Centre’s, not Jolin’s either. I refused to call Mum. It’d kill her to know the trouble we were in.


  “At least we still have our passports,” Anthony offered as a ray of hope. Yeah, a fat lot of good two Singapore passports would do us. I knew I had to decide what to do quickly. There was only one number I had committed to memory. It was Quan Yang’s. Was I going to call him? I made the decision to have Alvin’s handphone turned off to conserve battery use. I almost laughed as I realised I had my diary in my hand. Yeah, great, at least no one would be reading my diary. Something on Dad’s list of travel advice hit me:
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    Get rid of the mobile phone, laptop and iPod. Focus on the environment; you will see things differently.

  


  For the first time in my life, more so than on my first night in Taipei, I was frightened. Not just frightened, I was absolutely TERRIFIED! It was my fault that we were in this horrible situation. As I turned to survey the street we were on, I realised that maybe without my handphone, things might not be that bad. I just had to rely on being smart to get back.


   


  THREE THINGS I’D NEED TO DO IMMEDIATELY:


  1. Get back to the Mandarin Learning Centre.


  2. Confess to what I did, and ask for help to get a replacement passport.


  3. Clear up the lies Quan Yang had told. I DID NOT STEAL ANY MONEY.


   


  I wasn’t going to call Mum for help. I told myself I’d survive this trip.


  


  STILL AT DAY 6: A LONG, LONG NIGHT
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  Dad was right. Without our handphones, we felt vulnerable, but we also saw things that we wouldn’t have appreciated if we’d been busy taking pictures! The streets were so vibrant! And everything looked so raw and exciting! Our senses were overwhelmed with the smells and sounds of bustling nightlife. I realised how silly we had been. Who in the world really cared about what we post on Instagram?! It only made people jealous. It was invigorating to experience everything in the present, forget the pictures!
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  The streets that we covered were collectively called the Wanhua area. It wasn’t just the turtle soup restaurant that draws people, there was an even more exciting attraction—Snake Alley—a night market that has rows and rows of stalls and mobile carts selling everything from deep-fried squid and roasted sparrow to snake soup and reptilian wine. I was glad I had vomited everything from my stomach. Alvin and Anthony didn’t look too good as they peered at cages of slithering snakes and jars of preserved reptiles. One shop even made a show of skinning a live cobra to collect its blood and bile. I didn’t want to know what people do with blood and bile. I was amazed that I didn’t pass out when they grabbed the cobra out of the cage! I AM TERRIFIED OF REPTILES! I wouldn’t even go near the jars of DEAD REPTILES. A LIVE COBRA? I stood a far, far distance away and shut my eyes. I could guess what men do with snake’s meat. But seriously? Blood and bile? What, are we becoming vampires?
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  I could never understand why people crave exotic meats. It’s cruel to kill an animal for its blood and bile. I enjoy eating, but I’d only eat creatures that either swim or walk on two or four legs. But that doesn’t include frogs, because I don’t like amphibians. They are like REPTILES. The only difference is that they can say “ribbit”.


  We told ourselves we weren’t hungry. But the collective rumbles from our stomachs called our bluff. Walking around looking at food, we felt totally miserable. Alvin and Anthony found a closed stall with seats that were unshackled. While they sat there to rest, I decided to be bold and maybe, I thought, I should try begging for food.


  Dad’s travel advice gave me hope:
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    Be cautious, but not timid. Eat like the locals, take in what they see and enjoy, be one like them.

  


  At one stall, I saw a mother standing in line to buy food for her son. The boy looked a little like Everest. I thought, maybe this mother would feel sorry for my situation. I racked my head for something to say in Mandarin. I was struggling so hard thinking up my line that I didn’t realise the woman was staring at me. I threw myself into element as I got ready to turn on my tear ducts, and then she stepped right in front of me and asked in Mandarin, “Ni OK ma?” OK! The universally understood two-letter expression! Of course I wasn’t OK!


  I said in Mandarin that I had lost my bag and everything on me. I signed by rubbing two fingers and a thumb to show “money”, and another sign indicating “handphone”. She didn’t seem to believe me. She was going to walk away when I grabbed her arm to stop her. I ran off to get Alvin and Anthony. But imagine my surprise when I saw what they were doing while waiting for me.


  They were BUSY DEVOURING FOOD! LIKE WHAT?! I wanted to slam their heads together! How did they get food?


  And nothing for me? Alvin was shocked when I shoved him in the back. He choked on his food, and stood up with his fists raised against my face. He was ready to HIT me!


  “WHY DID YOU PUSH ME?” Alvin yelled. I shouted back at him, “How did you get food?!” Anthony butted in hurriedly, shoving a bowl towards me. “We saved a bowl for you!” he said, trying to diffuse the tension. I looked at the bowl. Eeiuwww…it seemed like a mix of leftover foods. No…he couldn’t have, they couldn’t have!


  “You took what people ate and left behind? DISGUSTING! What if they had AIDS, or BIRD FLU, or…?!” Anthony had the cheek to look ashamed. Alvin interrupted, “It’s clean! It’s good food! We had to beg from several stalls!” I didn’t believe him. Until Anthony said we had to wash dishes after eating.


  WHAT?! I thought of the mother and Everest-lookalike kid waiting for me. It’d have been so simple to just beg the woman and milk her sympathy for money! Oh man…all those years of putting up with Mum’s threats to have me toil as a dishwasher to learn the meaning of hard work, it’s finally happening. Fantastic.


  I grabbed the bowl from Anthony. I didn’t even bother to say thank you. What the heck, I just ate; I’d deal with the hard work later.


  


  DAY 7: TYPHOON BREWING


  After hours of helping to clear up rubbish and wash dishes, we were finally let off. The bosses of the food stalls were so pleased with us that they offered to feed us again the next day. Er…thanks, but we’re better off looking for other ways to get food! Alvin and Anthony asked how long we were going to stay away from the Mandarin Learning Centre. Well, I said, I needed assurance that I wouldn’t be arrested when we get back. As for Quan Yang, I’m sooooo going to KILL HIM when I get my hands on him. I’m going to make him pay for getting us stuck in this ordeal.


  The threat of being caught in a brewing typhoon struck when it started raining. Hard. When we were running for cover, we passed by a large pond in a field. We thought we got hit by flying frogs! But we weren’t sure; they were so tiny that we didn’t feel anything at first. But when these frogs started hopping around once they hit the ground, followed by their awful croaks that they were making—“ribbit, ribbit”—we knew it was really RAINING FROGS. First, cobras. Now, frogs. Just my luck.


  If it weren’t for the fact that we were tired, lost and still hungry after having worked our butts off, we’d have found it funny to witness frogs flying. We ran to the closest MRT station for shelter. Of course we knew what just happened, we had learnt it in Geography. Powerful storms create a vacuum effect by “sucking up” frogs, fish or animals living on the surface of bodies of water. When these storms start breaking down, these creatures would fall from the sky. What we’d just experienced confirmed that a large typhoon was heading towards us. And it was scary to know that we were nowhere close to home.


  In the warmth of the MRT station, I finally asked for Alvin’s handphone. I dialled Quan Yang’s handphone number. I waited for a long time before Quan Yang picked it up. He sounded grumpy, furious even! His first words were, “bai chi”! For sure, it was 2am! It felt good to drag him out of bed to answer his handphone.


  We’d worked for more than three hours after eating scraps of VILE FOODS that had to be begged from street-side stalls. Plus, it rained FROGS on us while he got to sleep in a warm bed with the ENTIRE ROOM all to HIMSELF! Was I going to roll over like a wimp? I said angrily, “Time to wake up and PEE!” And I hung up.
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  LAST REFLECTION FOR THE NIGHT


  I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be sleeping on the street. Does sleeping inside an MRT station count? Mum used to nag at me about how if I didn’t study hard enough, I’d end up as a useless bum on the street, clearing rubbish and washing dishes. I wondered what she’d say if she knew I’d already fulfilled all three predictions.


  I just couldn’t sleep, how to? The ground was so cold and hard! But I didn’t mind more time to write in my diary. I had mixed feelings about how things had turned out in the last 24 hours. Scary, really. I missed Mum. And Dad. And Everest. And yeah, maybe just a little, Whoopie, too. I’d do anything to call Mum and beg her to fly to Taipei to save me. But I had a feeling that this was some kind of test that I had to get through, by MYSELF. As I stared at Alvin and Anthony sleeping side by side, limbs all tangled, I wanted to smile. Dad’s travel advice had helped:
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    Don’t be afraid of the language barrier. Basic communication starts with the eyes and face. It’s enough to ask for help or directions when you need to eat, sleep or are lost.

  


  We’d been lucky that the people whom we approached on the streets had been helpful. One man suggested taking a rest in the MRT station. It wasn’t the best place to experience being homeless, but at least it was warm and dry when the station was closed for the night.


  I recalled that one of the stallholders had mentioned that we were close to Ximending, one of Taipei’s biggest youth-friendly shopping and entertainment spots. He said we could do practically anything on the streets and earn some money! Busking or begging, yeah, whatever, I’d figure it out. I couldn’t wait for Alvin and Anthony to wake up and join me. That was where we’d be heading.


  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  


  STILL AT DAY 7: ON OUR OWN


  It was the station staff who rudely jolted us awake. I was shocked that I’d fallen asleep; I must have been really exhausted! We scrambled to our feet and dashed out of the station. I heard one of them yelling that they’d call the police if they saw us again. Yeah, right. Like I haven’t got into enough trouble with the police.


  Alvin asked if we could head back towards the Centre. I told him to hold out for one more day. The police couldn’t have found time to view the CCTV tape since yesterday! Since when do we know the police to work so fast? I doubt the Taiwanese police are any different.


  I shared my plan of offering to do caricatures on the street. I knew Alvin and Anthony each had a sketch pad in their bags. And marker pens. They thought it sounded fun. I replied coolly that if they hadn’t been so eager to wash dishes last night, I could have conned some money out of a sympathetic mother, instead of having to work so hard for miserly pieces of lousy food! Alvin said he kind of enjoyed himself. Anthony said back in Singapore, he doesn’t even help his mother with household chores, but he agreed with Alvin that he had fun, too.


  I rolled my eyes and pretended to sigh in exasperation, but I made a silent promise. When I get home to Singapore safe and sound, I’ll help Mum to wash dishes for the rest of my life. And I also promise NEVER to hide all the cups in the flat again, just to stop Whoopie from practising the Cup Song.


  


  XIMENDING


  Daytime saw the area waking up slowly. It was touted as Taipei’s Shinjuku District. (That’s the name of a movie made popular by Jackie Chan’s yakuza (gangster) movie, The Shinjuku Incident, shot in Japan.)


  There were unending rows of buildings and shops converging into different focal points for shopping, entertainment and food. There were at least six cinemas located in the district—nothing unusual, except that they were all within walking distance, and they all looked busy! We could guess people in Taiwan love watching movies. We found out that there’s also something called the “second round” cinema, where movies that had ended their first runs would get a second screening at a lower price! That sounds like something Singapore could follow!


  We couldn’t wait to see what Ximending was like in the night. Bet it’d be really exciting and colourful. We had time to kill so we wandered into The Red House, which is a designated historical site. Studying the wall plaques to understand its brief history, we learnt that the building was first opened in 1908 and became a popular spot for Japanese visitors. It was the nightlife place for the Wanhua district. After the Japanese defeat in World War II in 1945, a large number of Mainland Chinese settled in Taiwan following the Kuomintang government’s escape from China.
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  The Red House was sought after for opera performances, talk shows and black-and-white martial arts movies. Western films were also screened. Over the years, the place has seen major transformations, the most current one being its conversion into a centre to showcase creative arts and young designer talents.


  It was exhilarating to browse in tiny shops to see how youth culture has entrenched itself in art, merchandise and music. While we walked around checking out street-side stalls, we felt really at home.


  We loved the place! So full of life and things to see! Our kind of stuff. I relented when Alvin begged me to let him take some pictures.


  “No more Instagram,” I warned him. He agreed.
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  A BRAINWAVE!


  Alvin sneaked into the claw machine shop to take some pictures. And guess what? He came back with a brilliant idea! He said he could try to win toys to sell! I thought we didn’t have any money on us, but he surprised me when he said he had coins in his bag, loose change from our previous trip to the Modern Toilet Restaurant. I was so excited that I begged him to study which machine presented the best chance of winning. He promised. And while he was busy studying all the machines and watching people play, I wrote up a quick guide on how to BEAT the game! If Alvin won a Minion toy, we could sell it for money.


  HOW TO CLAW YOUR WAY TO A MINION!
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  1. Choose a claw machine that’s half-full. Toys that are packed lightly make it easier for the claw to be manoeuvred.


  2. Watch first. Time how long it takes before time runs out after money has been put in. On average, it takes between 15 and 30 seconds before the machine locks the player out.
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  3. Get help. Someone has to watch from both sides of the machine to direct movement of the claw. And get the same person to time how long it takes. First 15 seconds, manoeuvre the claw, last five to 10 seconds, drop the claw and grab the toy.


  4. Decide on what you’re grabbing, focus on just one toy. Plan your time to get that toy you’ve picked.


  5. Choose your machine carefully!
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    Four-pronged claw:

    Best for grabbing the chest of a stuffed toy. Position two claws above the arms, and two claws below.
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    Three-pronged claw:

    Position two claws above the arm, and one below.

  


  6. Decide on a prized toy! Something expensive; a collectible is preferred. Choose one closest to the drop box hole, obviously!
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  While it rained lightly outside, the three of us were holed up in the claw machine shop. Alvin didn’t disappoint. He managed to win something. A 30cm-tall minion. Awesome! But when I suggested selling it to get money for food, he started crying. WHAT WAS WRONG WITH HIM? Then Anthony started sobbing, too.


  They said it was one of the hardest things they’d worked for, and it’d make a memorable souvenir. Yeah, right. “But we need money for food!” I retorted. Then they reminded me that I’d wanted to do caricatures. And that was how the three of us ended up offering caricatures of DOGS for money.


  It wasn’t so bad, if the dogs had been good and stayed still while I sketched. But no…they had to move so much! I was so fed up with one particular poodle that I had to direct Alvin to make growling noises to hold its attention. I actually counted and had to draw EIGHT pink ribbons on the silly mutt’s head. Of course it had to be eight, or ba in Chinese, a number that sounded like fa, meaning “auspicious”, in Chinese. The Taiwanese really love their dogs. So many women had their dogs with them when they shopped. Several even used baby slings to carry their little dogs in. I was just thankful they were willing to pay for a caricature of their pet.


  When night came, we had the best meal in Taipei! I totally believed what people say about Taiwan being a food paradise! While tucking into delicious morsels of fried chicken, I thought, hey, maybe getting lost in Taipei wasn’t so bad after all. And it felt good to have worked hard to earn the right to eat, two nights in a row. We had more than enough money to buy…what else? BUBBLE TEA! When it got really late, we decided to hide in a McDonald’s outlet while it rained heavily outside.


  It was a stroke of luck when I realised McDonald’s was running a really awesome promotion. Anyone who could recite a slogan without missing any words would get to walk away with a FREE burger! The three of us huddled in a corner and practised saying it word for word. We tried really, really hard. After saying it for like the HUNDREDTH time to one another, we nailed it. We went up to the counter and the three of us recited the slogan IN MANDARIN! If only Mum could have seen me, she would have been so PROUD of me!


   


  Two all-beef patties, special sauce, lettuce, cheese,

  双层牛肉饼，特制酱料，生菜，芝士，


  shuang ceng niu rou bing, te zhi jiang liao, sheng cai, zhi shi,


  pickles, onions, on a sesame seed bun.

  腌菜, 洋葱, 加上一个芝麻籽面包。


  yan cai, yang cong, jia shang yi ge zhi ma zi mian bao.


   


  That was like THREE FREE BURGERS! It was fantastic! I was secretly proud that I could learn the slogan so easily. Maybe learning Chinese isn’t that difficult, if I really set my mind to it. We bought three Cokes too, intending to make them last through the night. After eating, we took turns to doze off. For the first time in my life, I appreciated the social responsibility of these fast food joints in opening 24 hours. We slept safely, knowing that no one would throw us out onto the wet streets.


  


  DAY 8: TOWARDS DANSHUI


  It was morning when the McDonald’s restaurant manager came around to speak to us. He asked if we were runaways. Oops, that was really spot-on, but I avoided answering the question directly. I replied, “We are from Singapore, so yes, we’re running away from home!” Alvin and Anthony produced their passports to prove we weren’t lying.


  The manager asked if we’d like to order breakfast. I wasn’t hungry so I said no. He left us but came back again with three hot teas and hash browns for each of us! He must have thought we had no money! He looked so kind that I almost broke down. But I didn’t. I offered to pay for breakfast with the money we had, but he told us to keep it to buy souvenirs. What a nice man! We thanked him profusely and devoured the hash browns.


  Anthony was sniffing and coughing. I stared at him, worried when he didn’t seem to realise he’d been rubbing his forehead with his hand several times. I asked if he was OK. He said he was feeling warm and cold at the same time. I touched his forehead; it was slightly warm but didn’t seem like a fever. I added my tea to his cup. He thanked me and drank it up.


  I made the decision to call the Mandarin Learning Centre next. I’d found its number on the Internet; there was free Wi-Fi in McDonald’s! No one answered the phone when I called. It was so frustrating! The second call I made was to Mum. I choked back the tears that I’d tried so hard to contain. She asked if I was having fun—huh, like far from it! But I said I was trying my best to survive, which was true, wasn’t it? I told her I wouldn’t be calling again so soon, as I didn’t have my handphone with me (not lying, right?), but I was smart enough not to mention I’d lost my passport. Then we said goodbye and hung up. It felt good hearing her voice. I knew we’d be OK. Alvin and Anthony took turns to call their mothers, too. And then the phone went flat. Right, we’d expected that, but it was scary knowing that we had lost contact with our families!


  The three of us discussed what to do next. The logical answer was to use the money we’d earned to take a taxi back to the Mandarin Learning Centre; we had the address from the Internet!


  But I was frightened. What if Quan Yang had lied about me stealing the money, and if the police believed him, how was I going to get out of it? I thought I needed assurance. And naturally, I thought of the McDonald’s restaurant manager. Just as I’d known, he was really kind. He offered to let me use his office telephone. I called the Centre again, and this time, a clerk picked up. She sounded so relieved to hear my voice that I thought it was a good sign! When she ran to get Miss Cai, I made up a plan to exact revenge. On someone. Miss Cai was also happy to hear from me.


  She was really worried when we didn’t return to the Centre after our visit to Taipei 101. She said the police had been called in as a routine procedure because something was missing from the Centre. She assured me that they would check the CCTV tape to clear my name. It was a relief to know that she didn’t believe I’d stolen anything!


  Miss Cai asked us to return immediately, but there was something I had to settle first. I wanted to teach Quan Yang a lesson, but I hadn’t thought about what I was going to do, so I didn’t say anything. I asked her what the class was doing for the day. She said they were visiting Danshui, a coastal town on the northern tip of the MRT line. I asked if we could meet her there. She hesitated and said no, but when I told her it’d be easier for us to get on the MRT train and just meet up with her, she reluctantly agreed. I could be really persuasive when I wanted to. She gave me the name of the place we’d be seeing.


  But the best news of the day was when Miss Cai mentioned hastily that someone had sent back my lost haversack! I almost shouted into the mouthpiece! I WAS ECSTATIC! I made her go through every item in the bag just to assure myself that nothing was taken. Passport, iPhone, the free travel directory we’d received, my Aviator glasses, an album with pictures of my family—yeah, that was the embarrassing bit, but nothing was as bad as the next item: a pouch with a clean pair of underwear in it. A handwritten note was stuck to the pouch: “Spare set, clean, not used!


  For emergencies only! Love, Mum.” I heard her giggling. I smiled. I could imagine Mum giggling when she slipped the secret pouch into my haversack. The worst thing was knowing that all our money had been stolen from the bag, but I was so relieved that my passport and iPhone were returned that I didn’t mind that!


  I promised Miss Cai that we’d make our way to Danshui to meet her at 1pm. I was so eager to share the good news with Alvin and Anthony that I forgot to tell her Alvin’s handphone battery was flat. I hadn’t realised when I hung up the phone that there was no way she could reach us either. But nothing could possibly go wrong! Everything was cool! We’d meet up with the class, and I’d get to beat the crap out of Quan Yang.


  


  MEETING UP WITH THE CLASS


  We took the MRT train all the way to the end of the northern MRT line. It took about an hour, and it was great to be able to nap in peace, knowing that we’d be meeting up with the class. When we got out of Danshui station, we were surprised to see that the sky was dark! Wow. We left Ximending at around 11am, how did it get so dark, so fast? Looking out into the river beside the MRT station, we were surprised to see a really thick fog masking, like what, mountains?! Er…I thought, if those were mountains, this was no tiny river! Alvin yelled when he spotted a thick blanket of mist rising above the water, coming towards us inland. Whoa, it was a scary sight!


  “Stay away from the coastline!” my instinct screamed. Yup, that was probably more accurate, Danshui has a LARGE river that joins the SEA. Great, we’d walked ourselves right into a STORM. For a moment, I doubted myself. Did I hear Miss Cai correctly? She’d said, Danshui, northern tip of the MRT line. Or did I misunderstand her? I had an uneasy feeling when I saw people hurriedly making a beeline for the bus interchange. There were droves of people waiting to board buses that drove away from the coastline. I nudged Alvin to speak to a lady walking past us. She almost barked her head off when Alvin grabbed the sleeve of her blouse. “Kuai tao, tai feng lai le!” she’d said. “Run quickly!”


  My heart lurched when I heard “tai feng”—the typhoon! The three of us stood rooted to the ground. We were stumped. Should we get back into the MRT train and flee towards the city? Or should we find our way to the place to meet Miss Cai? I managed to grab an elderly man walking past us. He was kind enough to stop. I offered my diary to let him see what I’d written. It was the name of the place which Miss Cai had mentioned. But knowing my limited understanding of Chinese, I’d probably written some garbled Chinese words. He pointed a finger to show the way, he said the place was just a 10-minute walk from the station. I told Alvin I thought we should head there. He agreed as he said it’d only take us 20 minutes to run there and back if we didn’t see our classmates. I asked Anthony if he was up to it. He’d hesitated but he said he’d try. Poor Anthony, since the night Quan Yang stripped him, he hadn’t looked too good. I didn’t say anything as I didn’t want to upset him.


  It took us more than 40 minutes to find the place! The elderly man had a poor sense of timing! I wanted to give up and turn back, but it’d started to rain and Anthony didn’t look like he could run back to the MRT station in the rain. We ploughed through. As we were nipping in and out of shops and sheltered walkways, at least we got to stay dry most of the time. If it weren’t for the urgency of meeting up with Miss Cai, I’d have enjoyed the sights and smells that we got to experience.


  So many incredible foods were being sold! To be eaten raw, poached, fried or grilled—just name it, they had it! Everything from different types of animal parts to big and small seafood! I started feeling hungry after looking at so many mouth-watering displays of food. But Alvin kept nagging me not to stop and gawk, and seeing Anthony looking green every time I turned to check on him, I told myself to soldier on.


  Finally, we found the place. Had we known there was going to be a GORILLA guarding the entrance, we’d just have asked for directions to see the “da xing xing”! But I felt something wasn’t right. I thought I’d heard Miss Cai say “hong mao chen”, but I guess “mao” means “hair”, the gorilla has hair, right? It’s probably the same thing! I was surprised that we didn’t see any students from the Mandarin Learning Centre. But she’d said to meet at 1pm and it was only 12.45pm, so we waited. We looked up at the sky. It was really dark, the rain was pounding hard by the time it was 1pm. Still no sign of anyone from the Centre!


  We started to get really worried. I approached the ticketing booth. An elderly lady was manning the counter. She was having her lunch, eating out of a bowl with chopsticks. She gave me the evil eye and asked if I was ready to go into the building. I asked her if we had to pay. She said yes, and added softly under her breath, “bai chi”! What a horrible woman! I refused to spend my hard-earned money on the entrance fees, so I told Alvin we’d wait. Miss Cai could pick up the tab.


  We waited and waited. When it was almost 1.30pm, I got VERY ANXIOUS! I regretted that we didn’t turn back to the MRT station to head back to the Centre. But it was too late. We were stuck outside the building with a gorilla for company, and it was raining cats and dogs; we couldn’t make a run! We waited miserably while it rained for two hours. When it was 3pm and there was still no show of Miss Cai or our classmates, I realised that my dumb decision had got us into trouble, AGAIN. If only I hadn’t wanted to teach Quan Yang a lesson, we’d have headed back to the Centre.


  I realised with a sinking feeling that maybe the class had decided to call off the visit because of the typhoon. Or maybe…I’d heard Miss Cai wrong or written something that had led the elderly man to direct us to the wrong place. I cursed my poor understanding of Chinese! Things looked bad. There was no way Miss Cai could call us as she couldn’t reach Alvin! His handphone was flat! Fantastic.


  Anthony said we should use our money to buy tickets to go into the building. At least we’d be warm and dry. I reluctantly agreed as he really didn’t look well.


  I approached the ticket booth. The elderly lady was taking a nap! Oh boy, we were in luck! I signalled to Alvin and Anthony to sneak in quietly. Imagine how SHOCKED we were when someone suddenly slapped us on our backs! OOOOUUUCH! It really hurt! We turned around furiously to see who had hit us. We saw the crazy ticket booth lady holding a menacing Wing Chun stance and smiling sweetly at us. After that, we had no choice but to spend hard-earned money on the entrance tickets. Thanks to a tigress of a grandmother who thought she was Ip Man. I thought the entire place was ONE BIG JOKE! The gorilla guarding the entrance was so fake, everything in there must also be FAKE!
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  STILL AT DAY 8: THE MUSEUM OF WEIRD STUFF


  The first thing that greeted us was the preserved carcass of this elephant-nose-monkey-face piglet. The second exhibit we saw had two heads, and it was a tortoise. The third exhibit was a LIVE parrot with its head affixed on its back. Like what were these awful creatures?! Put the poor bird out of its misery! Oh man…I was beginning to get the idea—it was some kind of freak form museum! Alvin got really excited when he spied a fourth exhibit with two huge lizards. He said they were dead! Really?


  I stood about a metre away, watching intensely. Although they were really still and didn’t move a muscle, I thought I saw their chests throbbing slightly, so no, they were not DEAD!


  We stayed close to one another as we walked around the dimly-lit building. We weren’t sure which of the exhibits we saw were alive, until we came across a row of boxes built into the wall with glass panels, and there were writhing SNAKES—YELLOW, RED, GREEN, BLACK…take your pick—they were all ALIVE! EEEIUWWWW! NOT SNAKES AGAIN!


  There were so many other freakish creatures—a two-headed civet cat, a fist-sized shrunken human head, a four-legged rooster…LIKE WHAT CULTURAL ELEMENT WERE WE SUPPOSED TO LEARN HERE?!


  [image: image]


  It took us one hour to absorb everything written on the posters and wall plaques—mostly about humans in history who were exploited for their abnormalities and animal-like traits. It was sad, really. These posters only reminded us of how cruel humans can be, putting people who were born with deformities in circus acts. That’s no different from severing the neck of a turtle to make its slow struggle to death a freak show. Was it really necessary? After going around the exhibition hall with a feeling of dread, we decided that we’d had enough. I thought Anthony didn’t look too well. He said he needed to sit down. I found him a corner behind a photo-taking wall. Looking at the “Wanted Dead or Alive” plaque, I found the whole place disturbing.
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  I left Anthony to check the situation outside. It looked like nightfall, but it was only 4 or 5pm! I took a quick look around. The ticket booth lady had disappeared. I made a dash to the closest roadside stall and bought three cups of hot dessert with the last coins I had.
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  When I got back to the museum, there was still no sign of Miss Cai. I slipped back inside to hand the food to Alvin and Anthony. When they asked what I’d bought, I didn’t dare to tell them. The sign on the stall had shown a BIG picture of a frog (er…it looked close enough like one!). It wasn’t frog’s legs for sure, but what other body parts could we possibly eat? The dessert was thick, sweet and full of black, gooey balls. Maybe they were frog’s eggs, but I wasn’t sure. I thought frog’s eggs were supposed to be TINY! How did those eggs get so HUGE? Oh well…what’s the difference, we eat chicken eggs all the time!


  The typhoon must have scared everyone away. There were no other visitors the entire time we were in the museum. Alvin was also tired, so he joined Anthony to take a rest in the same corner. I sat down on the ground and looked around slowly. My senses were getting attuned to the set-up of the place.


  I listened closely to the music playing in the background. I recognised it! I tried my best to recall where I’d heard it before. Of course! Teresa Teng! She was one of the most famous singers in the Chinese-speaking world of music! She was a huge Cultural Icon! I knew that song, a slow ballad titled “Yue Liang Dai Biao Wo De Xin”, 月亮代表我 的心 (The Moon Represents My Heart).


  I smiled. I remembered Grandma used to be a big fan of hers. The next song that came up was “Tian Mi Mi” 甜蜜蜜 (Sweet Honey). It was a theme song in the movie, Comrades: Almost a Love Story. I’d watched it with Grandma when I was young and I’d loved it!


  Several other songs followed. I listened and started dozing off. The lyrics to one song sounded so familiar that I snapped awake, but I couldn’t figure out why. As my eyes drifted, I found myself staring at one exhibit. Strange that I hadn’t noticed it before. Built into a large space in a wall away from the other exhibits, I saw its door left slightly ajar. Something told me to check it out. I stood up reluctantly and went to take a closer look. There was nothing in the showcase.


  I read the plaque, it was written in Chinese. But I felt my hair stand on end as I recognised something. I might have failed Chinese all those years struggling to learn the language, but I knew those three words.


  They read, “yan jing she”, which meant, “cobra”. Oh man…was this a live or dead animal exhibit? But there was nothing in the showcase! Oh man…did the cobra ESCAPE?!


  [image: image]


  I didn’t dare to tell Alvin and Anthony about the cobra. I went over to their corner and scanned the area; there was nothing suspicious. I felt terrible; what if there was really a cobra and it’d escaped! I felt overwhelmed by desperation! It was raining hard outside and there was no way we could reach Miss Cai. I knew I had to borrow a phone! I ran out of the museum to look for the ticket booth lady. But just my luck, she wasn’t there. As if the situation wasn’t bad enough, a CLOSED sign sat on her counter top. Great.


  I headed back into the building. I decided to tell Alvin and Anthony the truth. They were terrified, of course! We sat huddled in a circle, our backs and bums aligned tightly. I thought maybe I was a little paranoid; the museum couldn’t possibly be so irresponsible, an escaped cobra? They’d have done something about it, right?


  We spent the next two hours watching the ground to see if anything slithered. I didn’t think anyone dared to bat an eyelid! We were SO TERRIFIED! By close to 7pm, we’d listened to probably the entire repertoire of Teresa Teng’s music. The songs were looped and played over and over again. Pretty soon, we were singing each song out LOUD! Hopefully, our bad singing would scare the cobra away! As for that one song to which I’d found the lyrics familiar, I realised why. It was set to the lyrics of the poem we’d learnt on the second day at the Mandarin Learning Centre.


  It was the poem written by Song dynasty poet Su Dong Po, Shui Diao Ge Tou!


  Why are partings celebrated by a moon that is bright and full? People have their own sorrows, joys, partings and reunions. The moon has its dimness and brightness.


  Imagine that, thousands of years after the poem was written, it’d found new meaning as a contemporary song! I might have been bored with learning the poem before, but sung as a song, I had to admit, it was kind of nice.
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  Two hours later at 9pm, there was still no sign of the cobra or the ticket booth lady. But soon, we heard something that gave us relief. A bunch of keys jangled as a string of Chinese vulgarities was directed at the weather. The ticket booth lady stomped into the building to rear her head! HOOOOORAY! We were so HAPPY to see her! I SPRANG UP from the ground and RAN towards her! I slapped her arms repeatedly; I was so agitated!


  I wanted to know immediately if there was an escaped cobra! I practically dragged her all the way to the cobra exhibit! She was so small-sized that I overpowered her easily. I gestured wildly at the empty showcase and asked if there was a she, a snake! She looked at my stricken face and quick as lightning, she struck out a cupped fist shaped like a cobra’s head to hit me twice in the chest, on BOTH my nipples! I couldn’t breathe or move next! The crazy woman had IMMOBILISED me!


  Extending one crooked finger, she pointed to a button in a wall. She tapped on it to open a hidden compartment. There was a box revealing a stash of papery-looking skins. She stuck her hand in it and removed one piece. She spoke in Mandarin rapidly, making her arm writhe, cackling like a witch as she pointed to the plaque that read yan jing she. I peered at the markings on the skin. They looked like a snake’s. Then I understood. It was the moulted skin of a cobra! I started calming down. The exhibit was a display showing what snakes leave behind when they moult. Oh man…all that anxiety, for NOTHING! She hit me again, and this time I felt a tremendous sense of relief wash through me. I wriggled my neck, shoulders, arms, bum and feet. FREED! SHE WAS A LUNATIC!


  Just when I wanted to SHOUT at her for abusing me, Anthony groaned for attention. Alvin yelled to us for help. The lady reacted quickly and helped Alvin to move Anthony down a hallway into a small room. It was her living quarters. Warmer than the exhibition hall but poorly furnished, it had two stools, a table and a bed. But guess what got us babbling with excitement? There was a pantry with a BIG pot of something simmering! Even Anthony snapped awake from being sick, gave us a high five and thanked the lady for letting us into her room. As the rain continued beating down outside, we were asked what we’d like to eat. I said quickly with a phrase I remembered from Chinese for Dummies, “Anything will do!”


  It was AWESOME to tuck into a delicious stew of something cooked in dark vinegar. Alvin asked if I knew what we were eating. I just shrugged. Why bother asking? I WAS FAMISHED! We DEVOURED everything in our bowls and even had a second helping. We kept repeating, “It’s delicious, it’s delicious!” like some hypnotic chant. When curiosity got the better of me, I peeped into the pot to see what was stewing. It was a mistake. I felt my hair stand on end when I saw a cloven hoof. Eeeeiuww…best not to ask what we ate, and I wouldn’t say anything to the other two. When we were done eating, I said very sweetly to the ticket booth lady, “You look gorgeous!”


  Another one of my Chinese for Dummies phrases. She was so pleased to hear that! Then I asked if she had a handphone. She said yes and fished one out of a drawer with a huge toothy grin. I wanted to KISS her!


  The first number I called was the Mandarin Learning Centre’s; they’d help me to reach Miss Cai. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised when it rang and rang and no one picked up. Great. I was reluctant to call the second number I knew, but I had no choice. I called it, and Quan Yang picked it up. He said only one angry word, “BAI CHI!” before the phone was passed over to Miss Cai. She YELLED INTO THE PHONE SO LOUDLY, I THOUGHT MY EAR DRUM WAS GOING TO BURST! REALLY!


  All these Taiwanese women, they are all TIGER WOMEN! I said sorry, but I must have heard her wrong. I told her we’d gotten lost. I gave her the name of the place we were in. She said to stay put, she would come over to get us immediately. Just as I’d suspected, it was my bad understanding of Chinese that got us to the wrong place. They were at Fort San Domingo, the Hong Mao Chen.


  While we waited for Miss Cai, the ticket booth lady told us about the fort. It was first built by the Spanish in 1629 to control sea trade in the region. But the venture failed and they had to abandon the fort. It was later occupied by the Dutch, followed by the British. It sounded like a cool place to visit; with a nickname like the “Fort of the Redhaired Barbarians”, meaning the Westerners, and with jail cells built into a Victorian architecture, we should have gone there instead of being stuck in this freak form museum!


  Anthony fell into a doze after his meal. I felt sorry he’d suffered on the trip with us. Touching his forehead, it was obvious that he was running a fever, but it didn’t seem to have spiked. I was glad Miss Cai was coming to get us. We’d made it so far by sticking together; nothing would make me happier than to see Anthony getting medical attention.


  While waiting, I decided to walk around the exhibition hall. Knowing that there was no cobra lurking made it a more acceptable experience. I stopped at the moulted skin exhibit. The lady had left the box in the wall open. Curious, I rummaged in it. I almost jumped out of my skin when my fingers connected with the body of some creature. It felt cool to the touch…eeeiuw…disgusting! I took a closer look and realised that it was a foot-long lizard. Actually, I thought it looked like a baby crocodile! I dug deeper into the drawer and uncovered more DEAD creatures! I started chuckling. So Alvin was right, the two huge lizards that we’d seen earlier were DEAD exhibits! I guessed everything in the museum was for show only, probably only the parrot and the writhing snakes were real. I looked through the contents of the drawer carefully. Everything looked really well preserved. It was revolting to see so many REPTILES and DEAD SKINS in the same space, but then again, it also got me excited! I smiled gleefully as I picked the smallest creature of the lot. Turning over my shoulder to make sure the lady didn’t see me, I picked it up by the tail and stuffed it into my pocket. It’d make an AWESOME gift. For someone.


  After two hours, I heard Miss Cai. She pounded so LOUDLY on the door that it seemed like it was going to cave in on our side. The ticket booth lady was swearing at her as she scrambled to open the door quickly. I didn’t know which made me more shocked, Miss Cai looking FURIOUS and WORRIED, or the four boys behind her.


  It was Quan Yang and his friends that had tormented us in the dorm. They looked at me sheepishly as she barked at them to help Anthony. I’d mentioned that Anthony wasn’t well when we spoke, but I didn’t expect her to get help! I thought she’d just come for us in a car! I showed Quan Yang and his friends to the room where Anthony was resting. I looked on as Quan Yang turned his back to Anthony and signalled for the other boys to help strap Anthony onto his back. Anthony was slipping in and out of his doze, so it was quite an effort.


  Two boys lifted Anthony under the arms and straddled him across Quan Yang’s back. Miss Cai removed a long sash from her bag and tied Anthony to Quan Yang’s back. Together, all of us helped Quan Yang to straighten up. He gave a shout as he huffed, puffed and strode out of the room with Anthony on his back! Wow! I was impressed with his brute strength. Maybe it was wishful thinking on my part to want to beat him to a pulp. Like what was I thinking? He was like an OX! Alvin and I seized the ticket booth lady’s hands and thanked her again and again for her food. She laughed and told us to come back and visit her.


  Thanks, but NO WAY! Then she reminded me of Grandma when she did something Grandma would do. She licked her palm to wet it before flattening a tuft of hair on my head. I almost flinched but I stopped myself. She pinched me in the cheek before saying, “Never give up!” I gave her a quick hug and left.


  Miss Cai had a large umbrella waiting for us outside. We took it and tailed Quan Yang and the others. Further up the road, we saw a van waiting with its engine running. Just as I thought we’d make it without another mishap, Quan Yang’s feet slipped on a wet puddle. He fell in slow motion to the ground (or was it just my imagination?) I shouted a warning but it was too late! I didn’t expect what happened next. Quan Yang hit the ground with his right arm curled behind Anthony’s head; he was trying to protect Anthony’s head from hitting the ground. And because his right arm didn’t cushion the right side of his body, he fell hitting his entire ribcage, HARD. I heard him scream in agony! It was awful!


  I dashed forward hurriedly and scrambled to untie Anthony from his back. Rain pelted all of us angrily as we threw aside our umbrellas. Looking at Anthony, I was frightened as he was unconscious. I checked his head, but no, he hadn’t hurt himself.


  I looked as the other boys helped Quan Yang into a sitting position. He was crying as he clutched the right side of his ribs. I felt sorry that he was in such pain. The driver had seen the accident. He got out of the van and helped us to lift Quan Yang into it. Anthony went in next.


  We followed him and clambered on board in a daze, totally shocked that everything had turned out the way it did. The van sped off, with Miss Cai taking charge and shouting out directions to guide the driver to the nearest hospital. What a night. While I was glad that we had finally reunited with the others, I was worried sick about Anthony, and, who would have thought, Quan Yang, too.
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  DAY 9: BACK SAFE & SOUND


  It was close to 2am when we finally got back to our dorm. It felt good to get into the shower. We hadn’t bathed for almost three days! I was also happy as I got my haversack back from Miss Cai. I felt sorry for having put her through our disappearance. She said she was just glad that we made it back without any major mishap. I thanked her for coming to get us. When I tucked myself into bed, I was EXHAUSTED!


  At the hospital, Anthony had been given a quick injection to lower his temperature. He’d be alright. We left him as he gave us a weak thumbs up before dozing off. As for Quan Yang, he’d sustained major bruises in his ribs, but thank goodness nothing was broken! I went to check on him before leaving with Alvin. He was sleeping soundly so we didn’t get to talk to him. I was ashamed to see his friends preparing to stay up with him. I thought maybe we should do the same for Anthony, but they had shooed us out of the ward. They promised that they’d take turns to check on Anthony. I thanked them and left.


  As I lay in bed, I thought of how badly I’d resisted the idea of making a trip to Taiwan, but Mum was right, I’d learnt something on this trip that no textbook could teach me. I learnt how important it is to accept my Chinese roots. If only I’d tried harder to learn and speak the language, I wouldn’t have made the mistakes that I did, which had gotten us into scrapes again and again. As for sticking up for your friends, I finally understood what it really meant. I wondered if I’d been a good friend. Quan Yang might have bullied us, but when it came to his instinct, he’d reached out to save Anthony when he fell. I wasn’t sure I’d have done the same. But one thing was for sure; I owed him for coming to rescue us. And his friends, too, for staying up to watch over Anthony.


  Maybe they felt bad for what they’d done, and they wanted to make up for it. But there was still a score to settle, there was the case of the stolen money to account for.


  I thought I heard music playing. It sounded like a Teresa Teng song, but I wasn’t sure. The sounds of a wailing typhoon struck at the same time. Rain rapped mercilessly against our windows as I decided to call Mum to come clean. I related everything that had happened, and she was really good, she just let me talk and talk, she didn’t interrupt at all. When I finally had to say bye because my battery was almost flat, she only said this: “I’m so proud of you. You brought your friends back safely.”


  Nothing else mattered that night as I fell asleep. Mum was right. I’d taken care of my friends. I was comforted knowing that Anthony, and Quan Yang, too, would be OK.


  


  DAY 10: A CLASS REUNION


  When we gathered at the Mandarin Learning Centre the next day, we were given a hero’s welcome. Alvin and I didn’t feel like we deserved it, Anthony was missing, and so was Quan Yang.


  And Jolin, man…it was so embarrassing when she came up to me and gave me a bone-crushing hug as a warm welcome! Awkward. I’d never been in such close contact with a girl before! And being hugged by Mum doesn’t count, I think I’d stopped letting her hug me since I was seven! Maybe the occasional kiss, on the TOP of my head, that was it! As for Whoopie, eeeiuwww…why would I ever let her hug me? But I could get used to it. Being hugged by Jolin. Ahem.
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  The class made plans to put an act together. To cheer our two friends in the hospital. Crazy plans were tossed about. Several kids suggested performing the Cup Song. Like, seriously? NOT IN TAIWAN, TOO! Be more original! Pounding cups in a place where sick people are trying to recuperate? The nurses would probably chase us out!


  I thought really hard, and then the answer came to me. But of course, when in Taiwan, do as the Taiwanese do. Everyone loved my suggestion! And so we got into action to start rehearsing. Miss Cai was pleased to see that we were serious in cheering up our friends. After the lesson, Jolin and I got together to choose our song for our duet…oh man…I’m blushing even as I write this. I hope the boys would appreciate what a big sacrifice I’m making.


  Just before we left the Centre for the day, Miss Cai passed me an envelope. It was a letter from the police, an official clearance to say that they’d viewed the CCTV tape taken from the teacher’s common room; apparently they’d solved the case of the “stolen” money. So guess what happened?
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  What a genius. I felt as if a huge weight was lifted from my shoulders! This was the best news I’d heard, second to hearing that some kind thief had returned my haversack with my passport and iPhone.


  It felt good to have cleared the air about the missing money. I looked forward to visiting Anthony and Quan Yang in the hospital.


  


  DAY 11: BACK TO THE HOSPITAL


  I got up excited this morning. Our last day in Taipei! I nursed a mixed bag of feelings as I strained really hard perched on the toilet seat. Boy, I’d missed writing in the toilet. I was happy to be heading home, but sad at the same time as I’d miss my new friends—or maybe just one, Jolin. What the heck, I was seriously constipated!


  Not surprising as what had we gotten to eat in the last couple of days? Scraps of food donated by stallholders in Snake Alley, morsels of fried chicken in Ximending, bubble tea, a burger and hash browns at McDonald’s, frog’s eggs dessert, something cooked in dark vinegar at the museum in Danshui, and for dinner last night, my last packet of instant noodles from Singapore! There wasn’t much to poop! I’d felt extremely guilty when I recounted what we’d eaten to Mum. We didn’t get to drink much, we only had ONE bubble tea, ONE can of Coke and ONE cup of Chinese tea EACH at McDonald’s. No wonder Anthony had fallen sick! We’d gone without water for almost three days! Mum was so horrified that we hadn’t thought of buying bottled mineral water. Well, it wasn’t like we were taught how to survive on the streets in school, right?!


  Alvin and I helped to pack Anthony’s luggage. A van was on its way to pick us up to send us to the hospital. We’d be leaving for the airport after Anthony was discharged. But before that, we had something to do. A class reunion act and a gift swop with one another before we wrapped up the official programme!
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  AT THE HOSPITAL


  Anthony looked ruddy and all excited when he received us in his room. I was so impressed with what the girls had done! They’d decorated his room with streamers and balloons, and there was a HUGE banner that had BOLD, RED WORDS screaming, “A Happy Journey Back to Singapore!”


  Quan Yang looked better than he did last night, too. He was sitting in a wheelchair. He looked really pleased when Jolin handed a small bouquet of flowers to him. But, ahem, I noted that she DID NOT give him a hug.


  My classmates and I went through our paces and got into our acts. The three girls did a karaoke sing-along to one of Jolin Tsai’s songs. Duh…like they’d choose something else? Quan Yang’s friends sang “Peng You”, meaning “Friends”, a song made famous by Jacky Cheung, a Hong Kong pop star.


  Then everyone started doing catcalls and wolf whistles when Jolin and I took over the floor. We did a duet, singing Teresa Teng’s “Tian Mi Mi”. Man…I’d never felt so alive before! I thought we were FANTASTIC!


  And then the gift swopping took over. I was surprised when Alvin presented the minion toy, which he’d worked so hard to win, to one of Jolin’s friends in the group. A charmer, as always. I didn’t know where to look when Jolin presented me with a gift. She was blushing so hard that I spared her by not looking at her directly. I thanked her and took it. For those of us who didn’t have any gifts to swop, we’d made cards. I’d done one for Miss Cai. It’d taken me some time to write it out in Chinese, but I’d tried my best.


  It was a short reflection on our Taipei stay. Several things I’d written were the same things that I’d told Mum about my trip, but I really wanted to thank Miss Cai for having tried so hard to make our Chinese lessons fun. Everything that we’d learnt had taken on a new meaning. I was glad I’d made it to Taipei. But more importantly, I was proud of myself, I’d SURVIVED the trip!


  The last thing I did was to hand over an envelope to Miss Cai on behalf of the class. It contained all the money I had left from doing dog caricatures on the street. I’d also rounded up whatever money my classmates could give. It was our contribution to the city’s fund for victims of the typhoon.
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  I was ashamed to admit that I was glad Singapore was naturally protected from typhoons and earthquakes because of its location. I admire the Taiwanese for their strength and resilience in facing up to challenges. It was humbling to see how quickly the city recovered and people got on with work in the aftermath of the typhoon’s destruction. As the ticket booth lady would say, “Never give up!” This was something that I should really learn—to be tenacious in overcoming setbacks.


  Then it was time for the Singaporeans to leave. Miss Cai looked sad as she thanked me for the card and donation. She gathered Alvin, Anthony and me together for a quick picture. And Alvin couldn’t resist posting a quick selfie on Instagram. Seriously! Like, who’d care to see it?! We promised we’d write her a note when we got back to Singapore.
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  Just before I left, I handed Quan Yang a small parcel. “For your lao shu,” I said. He looked surprised, but he grinned as he took it. Bet he didn’t expect that anyone would give his pet rat a gift! He just said laughing, “xie,” meaning “thanks”.


  We said goodbye to everyone when the driver came up to the ward for us. I felt awful as Jolin started tearing. She didn’t want to say goodbye to me. I stepped forward to grab her hand, but I could only shake it. What could I do? It was AWKWARD, because everyone was STARING at us! She said as all three of us turned to leave, “Look me up on Instagram!” Oh man…not that! But I promised to.


  It felt good to be heading for the airport. It’d been 11 tiring days in Taipei. I was sooooo looking forward to going home. I really missed my family, and yeah, that included my sister, too.


  Anthony asked what was in the parcel that I’d given Quan Yang. I smiled and said, “Just a little thank you token.”


  My first trip abroad without my family. I’d made new friends and learnt so much. I wondered where we’d go for our next adventure.
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  LIST OF CHINESE PHRASES
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  THE GREAT CHINESE RESEARCH PROJECT


  It’s exciting to learn something new about a country you’re visiting for the first time. The library is usually a good place to start. Look for travel guidebooks or try surfing the Internet! Reading an online publication of the country’s news daily gives you a sense of the place and people you’ll be seeing. Some people prefer reading about the history of the culture they’re learning. I’m one of them! In my research, I discovered interesting information about ancient Chinese inventions. These are some of my amazing finds; I hope you’ll enjoy reading about them, too!
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  From Adeline, the Author


  HERE ARE TEN CLEVER INVENTIONS CREATED BY THE CHINESE.


  As they say, necessity is the mother of invention.
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  THE CHINESE LANGUAGE


  The Chinese language is written with symbols called characters. The earliest written records were produced more than 3,000 years ago! Archaeologists have unearthed bones, shells and strips of bamboo with characters inscribed on.
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  PAPER


  Paper was invented about 2,000 years ago! Bark was taken from a tree to be shredded, pulped and mixed with water. When drained and sunned on cloth, the paste that was left behind became a rough, dried form of paper.
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  WOODBLOCK PRINTING


  Woodblock printing was created around 1040, which led to the production of early books. Text was engraved onto a stone; a paper when placed on top of the engraved stone would find etchings transferred on it when ink was rubbed over it. This was how the works of Confucius were produced and distributed, which allowed large numbers of people to read his “books”.
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  MAGNETIC COMPASS


  An early version was made up of a square bronze plate on which a spoon-shaped instrument rested. The spoon was made of magnetite, an ore of iron. This mineral naturally aligns itself with Earth’s magnetic field, so the spoon’s handle would always point to the south. The compass was invented to orientate buildings and burial sites as the Chinese believe strongly in feng shui.
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  PORCELAIN


  Porcelain was first created around 1200 BCE during the Shang dynasty. Potters discovered how to produce a durable glaze to apply on the surface of a clay pot; when fired at a high temperature in a kiln, it became porcelain. Porcelain ware produced during the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties is considered among the greatest Chinese treasures.
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  ONE-WHEELED TRANSPORT


  The wheelbarrow was first designed as a model with a large central wheel to carry and move people around. It was later adapted for use by farmers and gardeners. This made transporting seeds, grains, plants and dried herbs to be wheeled to the market easy.
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  SILK CLOTH


  Silk cloth is woven from thread spun from the fine filaments of the silkworm’s cocoon. Silk was highly sought after as a trade commodity. The Chinese invented ingenious equipment to spin web into thread. The weaving loom was also built to weave thread into large rolls of fabric. By the 1600s, in Nanjing alone, there were over 50,000 looms producing silk! The Chinese silk industry reached its peak of prosperity around the mid-1800s.
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  INKS AND WATERCOLOURS


  Inks and watercolours were taken from plant and mineral pigments, which produced colours like reds, browns, blues, greens and yellows. Black ink was made from carbon, which was extracted from soot. Mixed with glue to form a solid block, the ink block when wetted with water would provide ink for use in calligraphy writing. The brush used for writing was made from goat or deer hair fitted into bamboo tubes.
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  SEISMOSCOPE


  First invented by a scientist named Zhang Heng in response to natural disasters, the seismoscope looked like a decorative object. When an earthquake struck, a ball would be released from one of the dragons and fall into a frog’s mouth. The tilt of the fall would indicate the direction (and strength) of the vibrations or tremors.
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  UMBRELLAS


  First invented for shelter against rain around 1,600 years ago, the Chinese, mostly women, used these as a sunshade to protect their skin from the sun. Having a fair complexion was seen as being beautiful and of a higher social status.
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