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If anyone were to ask me to describe my family, I’d say, “They are mad”.

My brother, Everest, is only seven years old. He is obsessed with the Jjang Choco Pie. He’s out to win the Jjang Choco Pie Eating Contest being held in Seoul, South Korea. What’s the big deal, my friends ask. Well, to enter the contest, you have to send in coupons cut out from Choco Pie boxes. To improve your chances of getting picked as a contestant, you have to eat A LOT OF Choco Pies in order to get your hands on the coupons.

If my brother were doing this by himself, I wouldn’t be complaining. But he had to rope in the ENTIRE family to help him. My parents avoid fatty and sweet foods in general. “Not keen on developing diabetes,” they’d say. My sister is careful about what she eats, as she’s afraid of growing fat. That leaves only me to help Everest with his mission. Between us, we have eaten something close to 1,566 Choco Pies for breakfast, lunch and dinner—and sometimes for supper, too! That’s A LOT OF Choco Pies eaten in the last SIX MONTHS. So, is my brother mad?

What about my sister? Whoopie, aged 11, wants to grow long eyelashes. She says she wants to go down in the Guinness World Records as the first human to beat the Lhasa Apso, currently the breed of dog holding the record for the world’s longest eyelashes. She says, like the Lhasa Apso, K-pop stars also have pretty long eyelashes. Really?

Now for Mum. She is mad about all things “K”: Korea, K-pop, K-dramas, kimchi bokkeumbap (kimchi fried rice) and kimchi jjigae (kimchi stew). In fact, she’s so mad about Korea, she said she’s buying an entire carton of Choco Pies to support Everest’s quest to enter the Choco Pie Eating Contest! Mad enough?

As for Dad, work is all that he cares about. As he is the only breadwinner in the family, work is all we see him do. He’s always checking his iPhone to see if his boss has a question or a task for him. So yes, Dad’s mad—about his job.

Back to the Choco Pie. To be honest, I don’t enjoy eating Choco Pies. I’m doing it for another reason. I love indulging Everest in posting selfies. Just look at ALL the cute photos he posts on my Instagram account! I’m amazed that I’ve got so many followers! Even people I don’t know are following me on my Instagram account. Maybe there’s something about seeing a chubby kid eat Choco Pies with his big brother that gets people to “like” our posts. There’s no denying that I’m so, so, so popular now. But the best part? All my friends think I’m AWESOME!

So if I have to adopt some madness to blend in with my family...maybe this. I hope to use my brother to win the IPPY award. That’s the Instagram Prize for a Popular Youth. No one from Asia has ever won this prize! Imagine, I’ll be the first if I can find that one fantastic post to garner the MOST likes! Maybe I’ll find it in Seoul, who knows? And if it means I’ll have to eat another couple of hundred more Choco Pies to get there, I’ll do it. Anything to win the award!

#EatChocoPie

#ToSeoulWithLove!
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A CALL FROM BEIJING

Last evening, we had a surprise phone call from China. It was Grandma, and she sounded really upset. She said she’s having trouble living with Grandpa. Huh? They’ve lived together since I was born, and for years before that...maybe even since last century—they are so old now! What’s she talking about? I could tell Mum was worried after the talk. She said something vague about Grandpa going through some behavioural changes. Who, my Grandpa? Are they talking about the same person?

Just a few years ago, when Grandpa was living in Singapore before his retirement, he was my swimming coach. He was so FIERCE and REGIMENTED in training me! “My grandson, a wimp to swim champ!” he used to say to all his friends. I’d given up swimming ever since my grandparents moved to Beijing to live with relatives. “To stretch my retirement savings!” Grandpa had quipped before they left. I missed Grandpa, but he was quick to learn to tweet and Skype, so we never really felt he was far away. Hmmm...having said that, I haven’t heard from him in the last few months. Maybe he’s just been busy.

I can’t imagine Grandpa as a different person. A behavioural change? I know someone in my family who’s going through that: Whoopie! She has been acting strange. Once, I caught her staring hard into the mirror to check her teeth, with a ruler! I asked what she was doing; she said she was making sure that they were straight. With a RULER?! Isn’t that stupid or what? It’s like checking the temperature of a glass of water by sticking a thermometer in it. If it isn’t her teeth she’s fretting over, it’s her hair, or her eyelashes. She’s only 11 for crying out loud!
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Just before bedtime, I asked Mum if maybe Grandpa isn’t well. She said he’s all right. Then she surprised me when she suddenly announced that maybe she could get Grandpa and Grandma to go on a holiday with us. Seriously? Much as I was secretly hoping to go on a free trip to Seoul if Everest gets to enter the Jjang Choco Pie Eating Contest, er...a LARGE family holiday isn’t exactly what I had in mind. Oh well. It’s not going to happen. Of the millions of people in the world eating Choco Pies, surely there are thousands hoping to win the free trip to Seoul. My little brother can’t be that lucky.



 

MYSTERIOUS STUFF LYING AROUND THE FLAT

I had been seeing these things lying around our flat. I wonder what they are for.
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Hmmm...it looks like someone at home is into arts and crafts. Since when are Dad and Mum into creating masks and Transformers Art? I didn’t know ash could be made into a mask, or mud used as glue—that’s awesome!

This afternoon, Everest and I decided to experiment with mud glue. It was a big mess trying to get the mud thickened to the right consistency. But we persevered and managed to glue all of Everest’s plastic blocks and empty toilet paper tubes together. It took close to two hours before we got everything to look right. It was quite fun, if you ignore the mess. Just look at my brother’s creation: Bumblebee, made entirely out of blocks, cardboard and mud! What a genius. He takes after me, obviously.
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SOMETHING WEIRD ABOUT WOMEN

Grandma called again. She complained to Mum that Grandpa has been acting strange. For example, he has been losing his things. Why is that strange? She said he had lost his toothbrush a couple of times. Maybe “misplaced” is a better word. Just buy a new one! She said he had also lost his wallet. Who has never lost a wallet before? It’s common, isn’t it? But I did think it was weird that Grandpa had lost his dentures once. How do you lose something like that?

Grandma asked Mum if they should fly back to Singapore to get Grandpa to go for a medical check-up, to see what’s wrong with him. That sounds serious; I wonder why she’s reacting so negatively. Of course he’s fine! Grandma should stop being paranoid. He’s just been losing “everyday” stuff around their flat, except for the dentures. Nothing strange, compared to what Mum has been putting herself through.

I caught Mum using our leftover mud from fixing up Bumblebee. I sniggered when Mum yelled accusingly at Whoopie, “Stop playing with the mud!” Good thing Whoopie was busy and didn’t hear Mum blaming her for something she didn’t do. Then my glee turned into shock when Mum slapped mud on her FACE! Eeeiuwww...why would she put GLUE on her face? What if she wakes up in the morning and finds her FACE stuck to the PILLOW?! Really!

Talk about family members acting weird. Whoopie acted strange at dinner, too. I thought there was something different about her, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. It wasn’t her hair or her clothes. She kept grinning at me, looking smug. For a moment I thought she had rigged up something in my room to prank me. But when I went to check, all my things were untouched. I only discovered what she was up to when I took a shower after dinner. I found a discarded stick of glue (real glue, not mud) in the dustbin! The instructions on the tube read, “Glue on for perfect eyelashes!” What?! That silly girl, no wonder I thought she resembled something...now I know, the Lhasa Apso! Batting her fake eyelashes at me as I chose the best part of the chicken to eat during dinner.

Disgusting.
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MORE OF WOMEN’S WEIRD BEHAVIOUR

I learnt a new word in class today. During English, our teacher got us to review the appeal of K-pop stars. I overheard several girls excitedly exclaiming that a K-pop group was coming to Singapore! The group is called 2NE1.

I did a discreet search on my iPhone when Teacher wasn’t looking. Whooooaaaaa...all I could see were lots of legs. Four pairs of really looooonnnnggg legs! The group comprises CL (Lee Chae-rin—I like her, she’s a fellow member of the Lee clan!), Bom, Dara and Minzy. They look really mature, but oooohhh, so DROP DEAD GORGEOUS! The lead singer is Minzy. What a cute name. It sounds like something Whoopie would adore.

When I secretly viewed a YouTube clip of a song and dance routine they did, I was caught—hook, line and sinker. Man...they could really dance. And they were so sleek and full of spunk! They are definitely not a cutesy K-pop girl group, but one that exudes raw energy. Awesome!

I was careful not to appear overly enthusiastic when some girls in class asked me if I like K-pop. I just shook my head and said, “I prefer kimchi fried rice”. They giggled in response. If only they knew how often I’d been eating that since Mum got into her “All things ‘K’” crazy obsession. I was actually lying. I’m tired of it!

Just for the record, the new word we learnt in class was “spazz”. Spazzing means screaming and excitedly jumping up and down while squealing non-stop about an idol. I can name two spazzers in my own family: Mum, who gushes every time she sees one of her K-drama heroes on TV promoting a facial cleanser, and my sister, who excitedly jumps up and down when she sees a Korean actress with longer eyelashes than the Lhasa Apso.
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Reminder to Self:

Ask Jolin, my best pal in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia (the girl I first met in Taipei on a Chinese cultural immersion programme, and also the same crazy one who got me trekking through the jungle in Sarawak): IS SHE A SPAZZER?

I sincerely hope she’s not.
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I can’t describe how happy I am to know that Jolin isn’t into K-pop. But of course, I should have guessed, she’s probably only interested in musicians who play the violin, which is her obsession.



 

MORE DISTRESSING NEWS FROM BEIJING

Grandma called again. She said Grandpa locked them both in the flat when he hid the house keys. She had to call a locksmith to break the lock! I thought it was hilarious. That would seriously be the last thing Grandpa intended, to “get” stuck in the flat with a naggy “parrot” all day long! Bet he misplaced the keys. It could happen to anyone, an honest mistake. But Mum wasn’t amused, she looked worried. Oh well...they’re so far away, what can she do?



 

MEETING 2NE1 AT SQUARE 2 MALL IN NOVENA

Just when I thought that Mum was occupied with worrying about Grandpa, she surprised me when she said she was taking Whoopie and me to stake out a K-pop group at a mall. Women. Really. We spent the entire Saturday afternoon jostling with THOUSANDS of screaming fans—spazzers, to be precise—at Square 2. We queued for hours while Everest escaped with Dad! How is that FAIR?! Dad said they were checking out Lego toys. Hah! I would switch places with them in a heartbeat, but Mum wanted me with her as her “muscleman”. She’s crazy! I would be beaten to a pulp if I got in the way of the thousands of screaming fangirls. There was nothing I could do if things got out of hand.

Back to the 2NE1 stars. They were dressed in black from head to toe. They only had 20 minutes to meet fans. Any longer and my eardrums would have burst. Imagine hordes of girls (plus an army of boyfriends, forced to tag along) occupying three stories in the mall, packed shoulder-to-shoulder, screaming and jumping up and down! I pitied the scores of security guards deployed to keep order. They valiantly held on to iron barricades to deter these crazy fans from getting too close to the stars. It was TOTAL MADNESS! It was my first time seeing how devoted K-pop fans are to their idols.

Thank goodness Mum was no besotted spazzer! But she was still laughing and clapping excitedly every time a 2NE1 star tried to speak in English. Well, two of the 2NE1 girls could speak really good English. Despite my stony resolve not to be seen as a fanboy, my heart turned soft when I heard one of them remark that she had to overcome her fear of flying to get to Singapore. “Every time there is turbulence, I cannot eat and I cannot sleep, so it’s very tiring,” she said. Awww...the poor thing.

We should count ourselves lucky that Singapore is part of 2NE1’s promotional tour, titled All Or Nothing World Tour, for a new album. The girls flew from Taipei to Manila and Kuala Lumpur before coming to Singapore. They are promoting their latest album, Crush. Tell me about it. It was definitely A BIG CRUSH that we had to push through. Looking at the happy smiles on faces all around me, I could tell that they didn’t mind one bit about the squeeze they had to endure. Anything, for their idols. Man, what an experience.
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I’m not answering that.

Another weird thing I’m learning about women: they get jealous when you mention another girl, or a group of girls, in front of them. Quick way to get them all worked up. This is fun.
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AN ENGLISH CLASS ASSIGNMENT

We were asked to pick something interesting about Korea to write about over the holidays. After surfing the Internet and reading loads of blogs and online magazines, I decided to pick a topic that teenagers would be excited about: K-pop stars!

Most of the research materials I had come across listed this trio as the K-pop stars to have championed the Korean Wave: Rain, Super Junior and Girls’ Generation.

JUNG JI-HOON

(ALSO GOES BY “BI”, MEANING “RAIN” IN KOREAN)

Some people may argue he’s the most recognisable pop star from South Korea! Rain is the face of Hallyu, which means the Korean Wave. It describes the growing popularity of South Korean entertainment like music, drama, food and culture.

Rain is a “first-generation” K-pop star who became really famous after he acted in a TV drama, Sang Doo! Let’s Go to School, in 2003, and Full House in 2004. The show was watched by millions all over the world, in Asian countries like the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, China and Japan, as well as in non-Asian countries like Turkey, Morocco and Israel. It aired in the United States in 2006. Rain is a gifted pop singer. His 2004 album, It’s Raining, was a mammoth success. It sold more than one million copies in Asia and topped the charts in South Korea, Japan, Indonesia and Thailand.

RAIN-MANIA!

[image: Illustration]   Billboards

[image: Illustration]   TV commercials

[image: Illustration]   World music tours as far as New York City and Los Angeles!

[image: Illustration]   Hailed by The New York Times as the Korean Justin Timberlake!

[image: Illustration]   Acted in American films Speed Racer and Ninja Assassin
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This boy band featured 13 members at the height of its popularity. The members were formerly models, actors, radio hosts and emcees. They are good-looking boys with a cutesy appeal, groomed to look like “romantic” role models.

There are three subgroups formed from members of the original band. These are:

SUPER JUNIOR-K.R.Y. made up of Kyuhyun, Ryeowook and Yesung

SUPER JUNIOR-T formed by Leeteuk, Heechul, Kangin, Sungmin, Shindong and Eunhyuk

SUPER JUNIOR-M comprises Sungmin, Eunhyuk, Siwon, Ryeowook, Kyuhyun and two Chinese singers, Zhou Mi and Henry. The M stands for Mandarin.

We should be proud to note that Gen Neo, a Singaporean songwriter, penned some of the songs sung by Super Junior-M. Isn’t that awesome?

SUPER JUNIOR: THE KINGS OF HALLYU

Their album Sorry, Sorry, released in 2009, became

[image: Illustration]   No. 1 in South Korea, winning 10 music awards! Best selling K-pop album in Thailand, China, Hong Kong, the Philippines and Taiwan.
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It’s an eight-member sister group to Super Junior. In Korean, they are known as Sonyeo Sidae—SNSD, for short. The members were formerly models, talent show winners and actresses from TV shows and commercials.

Their debut album was released in 2007. It generated several hit singles. “Girls’ Generation”, “Baby Baby” and “Kissing You”. Their songs include a mix of Korean and English words. Two of the band’s members—Tiffany and Sunny— were born in California, and English is their native language.

In 2009, a video of a single titled “Gee” was released on YouTube. The video features the band members acting as mannequins in a retail store. After the store closes, the mannequins come to life, singing and dancing. The video received one million views on the first day of release. By 2013, the video had attracted 97 million views!

GIRLS’ GENERATION: THE QUEENS OF THE HALLYU WAVE

[image: Illustration]   Won numerous prizes at the Seoul Music Awards, including Artist of the Year, the Popularity Award, and the Hallyu Award in 2011

[image: Illustration]   Held sold-out concerts throughout Asia.

[image: Illustration]   Made their American TV debut on The Late Show with David Letterman in 2012. First Asian stars on the show’s 20-year run!

[image: Illustration]   Third full-length album, The Boys, was released in Korean, Japanese and English. (Written by an American songwriter, Teddy Riley, who has produced hits by Michael Jackson, Bobby Brown and Usher.)

That’s it! This is the first part of my essay. Although I’ve always thought that everyone in K-pop looks and sounds the same, while conducting research for this assignment, I came to realise that it must have taken years and years of hard work and sacrifice to become South Korea’s biggest K-pop faces. The mere fact that anyone in the world can easily identify any one of these K-pop groups goes to show how widespread the Hallyu influence has stretched. With their distinct modern pop music and flawless dance moves, K-pop stars have carved a definitive brand for Asian pop music. Set to dominate the world? You bet.
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The second part of my essay will look into something that everyone must surely recognise: Psy and his “Gangnam Style”! Mothers, fathers, gentlemen...stay tuned!



 

EVEREST GETS LUCKY

Mum said I must have predicted Everest’s stroke of fortune with my English assignment. Out of millions of people eating Choco Pies across the world, my little brother has been picked to appear in Seoul to enter the Jjang Choco Pie Eating Contest! He’s either lucky, or it must be the cute selfies he’d submitted that caught the attention of the marketing people at Jjang. I’ve always told Mum that my brother possesses the good looks that make him a natural star to appear in TV commercials. Just think of all the money he could bring us! But no, Mum said she wouldn’t exploit him. Just as well she has come to her senses now. A free trip to Seoul?! She’d be crazy to reject it!

Dad complained about having to fork out so much money to accompany Everest on the trip. Everest only managed to wing two free tickets for his appearance at the contest: the child star, accompanied by his mother. But Dad was resourceful; he said we would be flying to Seoul on a low-cost carrier! Clever!

Dad said we’d be transiting through Taipei. Taipei! Where I first met Jolin! But one thing that I’m not exactly excited about, is hearing that Grandpa and Grandma are coming with us. With the recent spate of squabbles between Grandpa and Grandma, something tells me that this won’t be a fun holiday. Oh boy.
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SEOUL, HERE WE COME!

WHAT YOUR PACKED LUGGAGE REVEALS ABOUT YOUR PERSONALITY

DAD: You are definitely an accommodating and easy person. You hardly quarrel with your wife over the lack of space in your wardrobe. Everything that you wear has to give way to your wife’s demands for storage space, and her never-ending supply of new clothes and fashion accessories.

Dad only gets one shirt in the luggage for every five items of clothing that Mum packs for herself. I asked Dad if he was missing his trousers. I only saw one pair of jeans. He said one pair was all that he needed for the entire trip. Whoa! Resourceful!

MUM: You obviously care about how you look. Either that, or you can’t decide what to wear all the time. Dressing up involves a routine of trying on and discarding five pieces (or more) of clothing each time.

Mum has 35 pieces of clothing in her luggage! FIVE ITEMS FOR EACH DAY OF THE WEEK! How does anyone wear so many clothes in a day? FIVE IN A DAY! I thought it’s just one blouse and one pair of pants or a skirt for any normal woman. But Mum has three other pieces in the line-up to wear each day...a jacket, a shawl and her “special pullover” for selfie-taking. I can’t believe she’s actually bringing it! The print says, “Take me alive!” Oh man. And she says none of these five pieces can be worn more than once on the trip, so that’s a total of 35 different pieces of clothing in her luggage. Wow.

WHOOPIE: You take after your mother, obviously. Everything is meticulously planned; you are an organised FREAK. Or maybe you suffer from something called OCD: Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.

Just look at how she categorises her clothes! Everything is bagged up in ziplock bags, labelled by day. Amazing. And it’s not fair she has NEW luggage while I have to use my same OLD battered one!




	Day 1

	Striped shirt and jeans. White windbreaker for cold weather.




	Day 2

	Polka-dot dress with leggings. Cropped jacket for a windy day.




	Day 3

	Hooded red long-sleeved shirt with three-quarter pink pants. No jacket.




	Day 4

	Purple jersey with pink denim skirt. Raincoat for a rainy day.




	Day 5

	White Frozen T-shirt with purple leggings. Pink windbreaker for cold weather.




	Day 6

	Yellow long-sleeved polo shirt with a second pair of jeans. No jacket.




	Day 7

	Pink top with white shorts. The Disney Frozen jacket with a hood for cold weather.
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EVEREST: Seven T-shirts and two pairs of trousers. Smart, like his brother. One pair to be worn for all seven days, and an extra pair for an emergency. Resourceful. Like Dad.

ME, AMOS: Seven T-shirts (No embarrassing prints or logos). One windbreaker/jacket (With a hood to protect my ears from the cold).

My smelly pillow. iPhone (But of course, to post pictures of my cute brother taking part in the Choco Pie Eating Contest!). Food (Mum said Seoul is packed with street after street of food stalls, so there’s no need to worry about packing instant noodles. But I had to carry four boxes of Choco Pies for Everest—that’s 48 pieces in total—just in case we couldn’t find any when we land in Seoul. Everest eats only these for breakfast and supper.)

And my DIARY! (How else to record this once-in-a-lifetime experience?! It isn’t every day that one gets to witness a child star in the making.)

I can’t wait to bask in my brother’s glory if he wins the contest! I sincerely hope the prize won’t be something stupid like winning a year’s supply of Choco Pies. By the time we are through with this contest, I will probably convert to eating something else for the rest of my life, like eggplant and tomato sandwiches.
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DAY ONE: TOUCHDOWN IN SEOUL

SCHEDULE FOR SLEEPING ARRANGEMENTS
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Mum said she had drawn up the sleeping arrangements for everyone so that there would be no quarrels. Yeah, right. No quarrels. I should have guessed. She meant “keep Grandpa away from Grandma”, and guess who’s babysitting him?
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And I was playing Clash of Clans when he screamed that someone was trying to kill him. MUM, REALLY. Your bad idea, putting me with Grandpa.
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FIRST NIGHT IN MYEONG-DONG

The hotel we are staying in is in an area known as Myeong-dong. The guidebooks say it’s one of the hottest spots in Seoul for shopping. Street after street is filled with fashion and beauty shops: cosmetics, clothes, shoes, bags...just name it, Myeong-dong has it. The area is bustling and full of nightlife. I was interested to see what was selling on the streets. We could see vendors opening their carts from 5pm, laying out their wares and preparing food items for grilling, stewing and deep-frying...it was so exciting to see what these people were selling, I got dizzy just imagining what I could eat! As evening turned to night, hundreds of glitzy neon signs came alive. And boy, was it an experience to be right in the centre of it!
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MY FIRST IMPRESSIONS OF MYEONG-DONG

WEIRD AND WONDERFUL FINDS

LOTS OF COFFEE JOINTS!

South Koreans have a sweet tooth. There are lots of doughnut shops! Drinking coffee is a way of life. Even in the supermarkets, bottles of takeaway coffee are printed with pictures of glamorous people.
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SOUTH KOREANS LOVE THEIR ORANGE JUICE, TOO.

Every street we turn into, we see a kiosk selling freshly squeezed orange juice on the streets. (Grandpa loves his orange juice. It’s funny how he keeps asking for “one more cup” after he’s bought and drank one.)

KOREAN STARS RULE!

A museum dedicated to actor Kim Soo-hyun is located inside Hana Bank. He looks gorgeous. Mum was excited to stumble upon his photo gallery.
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LOTS OF EXCITING STREET FOOD (LIKE IN XIMENDING IN TAIPEI!)

Octopus: live, grilled or barbecued on heated black stones. My big find: Dokkaebi hot dog, a hot dog battered, fried and studded with crinkled French fries. What is it? Dokkaebi are prankster demons carrying spiked clubs, which they bang on the ground to summon magical feasts or golden coins.

Bbopgi: served on a popsicle stick like a lollipop. It smells like sweet caramel heated over a stove. The vendor heats up sugar in a small metal pan until it melts to a rich, caramel brown. Upon adding a pinch of baking soda, the liquid bubbles up and thickens. The sticky mixture is then placed on a board, flattened and stencilled with a stick. It could be shaped like a cloud, star, bear, or anything that’s easy to etch out. It was quite fun to watch people dictating their shapes and eating their bbopgi!

There were also traditional food stalls that sold rice cakes eaten with a vast array of fried snacks, like fishcakes cooked in a spicy and sweet red chilli paste sauce. There were sweet potato slices, dumplings, eggs, noodle rolls and vegetable fritters. Everything costs on the average of 3,000 won per selection, which is cheap: about S$4.

Meanwhile, Mum and Whoopie were caught up in the craze over a trendy line of make-up, the local brand “Too Cool for School”. They make gentle-on-the-skin cosmetics for young girls. I can’t imagine how girls can apply so much goo on their face, hair and skin! Imagine walking around the flat totally covered in grease...eeiuuw! But I wasn’t surprised when Mum and Whoopie left the shop with two bulging bags of cosmetics. Dad and Everest weren’t to be outdone in shopping. They bought identical backpacks, and when we caught up with them, I laughed when I saw how cute they looked!

Grandpa surprised us when he lamented how there were “eyes” on the backpacks peering at us. I didn’t give his comment much thought, as he had been harping the entire afternoon about someone peeping at him in the bathtub! He’s either trying to be funny, or he’s just being annoying.
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When we regrouped, Dad said it was time for dinner. He took us to a restaurant to try a traditional meal of samgyetang, a Korean chicken soup that claims to restore yin and yang, the balance of hot and cold “energies” in our bodies. Oooooh...I was so excited when I heard that! I couldn’t wait, as I’d been feeling terribly frazzled by Grandpa’s incessant complaints that there is someone in the room!

What, did he mean the hotel room was haunted? I badgered him for an explanation, but he clammed up. Just to pacify him, I checked the wardrobe and under the bed, just to assure him that there was no secret military agent hiding in our room. Like a spy would pick us! An old man and a teenager playing Clash of Clans...what’s there to snoop on, or steal?!

When we got to the restaurant, we were given a queue number. There was a line of people waiting. So, like in Singapore, people in Seoul are willing to queue a looooong time for good food. After what seemed like 30 minutes, we got a table. It was already set with plates of what Mum described as kimchi, cucumber sticks, a hot pepper dip, and a disposal bin, for er...chicken bones, I guess?

Within minutes of being seated, five bubbling and steaming earthenware bowls were placed in front of us. Five, as there were four adults and a very greedy teenager eating. Whoopie and Everest took one look at all the hot steam spewing from tables around us and immediately declared they were skipping dinner. Their loss!

Just smelling the sweet, piping hot soup got me salivating. Each bowl held a chicken stuffed with sticky glutinous rice, stewed with chestnuts, gingko nuts and ginseng roots. The meat was so soft that it was fall-off-the-bone! Heavenly! I imagined myself transported to the imperial courts of ancient Korean kings. This must surely be a dish fit for royal cuisine!

Mum thought I couldn’t finish one entire chicken on my own. Boy, was she wrong. I even had to eat her share, as she couldn’t take the heat from eating in the confined space of the restaurant. Among Dad, Grandpa, Grandma and me, we wiped out five chickens, two dishes of kimchi, four plates of cucumber sticks and a large mound of hot pepper dip. The bone bucket was brimming with all our discarded bones! It was mind-boggling to see how much we’d eaten at the end of the meal...but it was so satisfying!

Everyone looked happy and stuffed. There were murmurs of how good the soup was, and beneath all the sweat and tears for some who couldn’t stomach the kimchi and hot pepper dip, we left feeling that we’d got our money’s worth. What an awesome way to wrap up our first night in Myeong-dong. If this was an indication of what we’d be eating in the days ahead, I can’t wait to try everything that Seoul has lined up for my taste buds! Yum-yum.
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STUMBLING ON THE IPPY

It was strange to see SO MANY LIKES on my Instagram post. It’s funny how people are always posting pictures of their food before they eat. Look around; when food is served, it has become a social habit to whip out the handphone to snap a picture or take a selfie before eating. I wonder, of the millions of food shots being put up on the Internet daily, how exactly does one stand out from the rest? Duh...you post pictures different from what other people take. Like what’s left behind after the meal. Do it artistically and I guarantee lots of likes.

Hmmm...I saw something interesting on my Instagram feed. Someone is posting pictures of the same things I’m seeing in Seoul. Not surprising. It’s a big city, with close to 10 million people. Surely someone I know from Singapore could be having a holiday here...or stalking some K-pop star.

[image: Illustration]

QUAN YANG! The one person I did not expect, right here, in Seoul?! How could I forget? I was one of his followers on Instagram after we completed our Chinese cultural immersion programme in Taipei. That explained why I was seeing pictures of the same things I’m seeing in Seoul.

I spent hours tracking what he’s doing. Looks like he’s taking a holiday with his family in Seoul! Seriously, right from the time he left Taipei to fly to Seoul, every thing he did and every step he took, EVERYTHING was photographed! Pictures of the toilet seats at the airport, patterns on the carpet at the boarding gate, the first doughnut he ate in Seoul...everything, right down to the key he used to check into his SINGLE ROOM AT THE HOTEL! Like what? He gets to sleep alone...NOT FAIR! Who in the world is interested in what he’s doing?

Quan Yang also claimed that no one could top him as Mr Popular in the whole of Taiwan! Such ARROGANCE! Hmmm...if he’s putting up all these posts, he must be vying for a shot at winning the Instagram Prize for a Popular Youth. Maybe I should do the same. If Jolin is following us both on Instagram, I bet she would be thrilled if I win the IPPY. Better me than him.
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Thanks to the beeper that sounded on my iPhone, Grandpa woke up screaming in the middle of the night. Boy, he really SCARED me! What is wrong with him?! I had to assure him that it’s only the stupid alert on my game. I must remember to put my handphone on “silent mode” before I go to bed. Grandpa’s anxiety is really driving me nuts.
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DAY TWO: MOVING INTO A HANOK

Mum said when in Seoul, do as the Koreans do. I thought the saying only applies to Rome: “When in Rome, do as the Romans do!” So guess where she got us checked in for our second night in Seoul? A hanok. It’s a traditional Korean house set in a village preserved for the old Korean way of life. Mum said it’d be an experience as the hanok she chose was ancient! It was built in 14th century Joseon period style, a time that historians recognise as the “beginning” of the founding of Korea.

The house that Mum booked us into was located in the 600-year-old Bukchon Hanok Village. Comprising close to 900 buildings in the area between Gyeongbokgung Palace and Changdeokgung Palace, this village was occupied by members of the royal court in the past. Houses in the vicinity are protected and the people who are letting out some of these houses for hanok stays are descendants of the privileged class.

It’s interesting to see the intricate architecture of these ancient houses. I liked how quiet the surroundings were. Plus the fact that Mum said we would all be sleeping in the same room...so, aha, there’ll be more people to help keep an eye on Grandpa!
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SOME THINGS I LEARNT ABOUT THE OLDEN WAY OF LIFE:

• Traditional Korean homes are built in an L-shape. Rooms are placed side by side along the inside wall, and they open on a courtyard. The backs of the rooms form the outside wall of the house. Anyone passing by cannot see into the courtyard. The living space is private.

• The kitchen is built lower than the other rooms. To provide heat, pipes run from the cooking stove beneath the floor of the house. The heating system is called ondol, with a fireplace as a source of hot water.

• Koreans eat and sleep on the floor, where it is warm. To keep the floors clean, shoes are not worn in the house (just like Singaporeans living in flats).

• Family is very important in South Korea. In the past, grandparents, parents and their children lived together in the same house. These days, usually just the parents and their children live together. Most Korean families eat together at low tables, sitting on the floor.
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After a delicious meal of galbi—a Korean barbecue of pork and beef ribs cooked on a metal plate in the centre of the table—we settled down to play a card game.

Imagine my surprise when in the middle of the afternoon, I heard a familiar strain. It was the opening riff of the song “Counting Stars” by OneRepublic.

I looked at Whoopie and we started laughing. We may have our arguments and fights, but we are united in our love of OneRepublic! Whoopie got up excitedly and rushed out of the hanok. I was close behind on her heels.

We were so excited to hear the song, in English, in the hanok! How bizarre it was to encounter something modern in an ancient place! As we got closer to the source, we could tell someone who couldn’t speak good English was singing it. We found ourselves at a hanok several units down the street. The wooden doors were closed. We banged on them till a timid-looking Korean woman appeared. I spoke in English, before slipping into Mandarin and then sign language, to ask where the music was coming from. Imagine my shock when from behind her, a rude bark was heard in Mandarin. I thought the accent sounded familiar, and then I saw QUAN YANG emerging from one of the rooms!

ARGGHH!!! He stopped in surprise to peer at Whoopie and me. Then he broke into a laugh as he dashed forward to EMBRACE me in a tight HUG! EEEEIUUUW! Anyone who saw us would have thought we are either brothers, or long lost friends! Since when were we THAT CLOSE?!

Quan Yang was really amused to hear that I was visiting Seoul with my family. He said he was on a holiday with his family, too. Er...no surprise there. He told me in Mandarin that his parents were visiting some Korean friends at the hanok; they were staying at a hotel in downtown Seoul. Yeah, I could have told him I even knew his room number, but I kept mum. Duh...I was tracking him on Instagram. I even knew what he ate for breakfast!

Whoopie was thrilled to meet Quan Yang. She kept saying how cool he was to love OneRepublic’s music. Just like us. I nudged her hard in the ribs to shut up. She was puzzled and glared at me in response.

Quan Yang asked if we could hang out together in Seoul. I didn’t make any promises. I told him we share different interests, and it would be challenging to get two families together. He said he understood. When I left with Whoopie to return to our hanok, I had a niggling feeling that I’d be seeing more of Quan Yang. Just my luck if my hunch was right.



 

CALM IN THE NIGHT

Grandpa slept really well that night. I was surprised. Mum didn’t believe a word I said when I told her he had been raving about someone lurking in the hotel room last night. Maybe the nostalgic charm of the hanok soothed him. Grandpa did say the hanok reminded him of his childhood days living in the kampung, in an old wooden house with a thatched roof.

Although I wasn’t happy about bumping into Quan Yang, I was relieved that I could have a good night’s rest. Grandpa slept soundly right after dinner. It was probably late when Quan Yang and his family left their friend’s hanok. I could hear OneRepublic’s music in the background, lulling both Whoopie and me to sleep long after we got tired of “Counting Stars” in the night sky. I remembered thinking just before falling asleep...Mum was right in getting us to stay in the hanok. This was something that I wouldn’t admit I’d enjoyed, if it hadn’t been for the sound of familiar music set in an old, lost world.
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DAY THREE: LEARNING KIMCHI MAKING

The owner of the hanok, Mr Park, met us in the morning to extend us a warm welcome. When we moved in yesterday afternoon, his staff had taken care of our needs.

Mr Park had a brief chat with the adults while we three kids disappeared to help his wife in the kitchen, making kimchi! Seriously, I doubt we’d be eating so many vegetables! Eeiuwww...not only is everything a frightful green and white, it’s also fiery red from the chilli used to coat it!

Before we got started, we were asked to look into our neighbours’ backyards. We saw huge, black, enamelled pots housing stashes of fermenting kimchi. They were a common sight in most Korean families. “Our national dish!”

Mrs Park, the lady boss of the hanok, declared proudly. Mrs Park told the three of us what to do. Whoopie was made to rinse the cabbages. Everest had the easy task of plucking the leaves, layer by layer. I was made to “salt” the leaves. I had to rub a quarter cup of sea salt between the leaves, and then I had to place all the separated leaves neatly, all stacked up on top of one another, in a large pot.

A big plate was used to weigh down the leaves. “Let it soak for about two hours,” Mrs Park said. And what did we do in the two hours, meanwhile? Prepare what she said we’d be having for lunch: bibimbap, a dish of steamed rice with meat, and eeeeek...more vegetables! I counted—there were at least five types of vegetables we had to help her prepare, as a “dressing” for the rice, she explained.

There was zucchini, carrot, radish and spinach leaves (blanched and sliced into strips), topped with bean sprouts, followed by garlic, sesame seeds and red pepper (toasted and minced). There were also stir-fried beef slices served on top of the rice. It was all very pretty. I could do without the vegetables though!

The kimchi was the last thing Mrs Park attended to. She had to put on a pair of gloves to protect her hands from getting stained. She rinsed the salt off the cabbage leaves before generously spreading a chilli spice mixture all over them. Every single piece was patiently rubbed with chilli, before being pressed and stacked in a porcelain container, then left to ferment in the fridge. For another couple of hours, just imagine that!

For lunch, we had a batch of kimchi which had been prepared the previous day, together with our bibimbap. I only tried a small portion of the kimchi, just for the experience, and of course, for a picture to post on my Instagram account. I feigned a “This is FEARSOME!” look for dramatic effect.
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This too was fun, something that I wouldn’t have experienced, if Mum hadn’t found this hanok stay. Mr and Mrs Park reminded us enthusiastically when we took a family picture, “Say kimchi, not cheese, in Korea!” Awesome!
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VISITING A PALACE

Mum said we’d be going on a tour of a palace. No one made a snide remark. Oh well, we’d had lunch, everyone was happy. Visiting a palace? Sure thing, Mum! She was smart to have fed us first. I wondered if the palace would be anything like the Istana back in Singapore, where our President lives.

The palace was a short walk from our hanok. It was getting hot, so out came our umbrellas. I almost laughed when I saw all the pictures proudly printed on the umbrellas. Mum and Whoopie shared a grinning Kim Soo-hyun umbrella. Grandpa and Grandma were carrying a “Too Cool for School” umbrella each. Dad and Everest shared a Minion umbrella—of course, the same “minion” made famous from the movie Despicable Me. As for me, I chose to walk under the hot sun. Looking at the seven of us walking down Sejongro, Seoul’s main boulevard, heading towards the Palace, anyone could guess we were tourists.

[image: Illustration]

500 years of Korean history are housed in four main palaces built in the Joseon Dynasty: Gyeongbokgung, Changdeokgung, Deoksugung and Changgyeonggung Palaces

The palace that Mum took us to, the Changdeokgung Palace, is listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its historical significance. The architecture of the building is recognised for its simplicity and design created in harmony with the environment. It is also a unique showcase of ancient Joseon heritage.

Boy, were we in awe when we got inside the Palace. Everything seemed so serene and large! There was so much space! And the buildings and grounds were very well maintained, too. The main colours of red and green dominated the architecture. Intricacies on roof arches point to Chinese Buddhist influence, with animal motifs borrowed from the Chinese classic Journey to the West. Yellow figured as a royal colour, judging from the majestic spread in the King’s chamber.

The one place that I found really intriguing was the courtyard. I just call it the “parade square”. It was used as a military gathering ground. Starting from the entrance of the Palace, the space stretches right up to where the King held court in a sheltered building that allowed him to preside over his troops and affairs of the country. Just imagine, thousands of troops would gather in the parade square every morning. We could still see remnants of the past, in the form of stone blocks standing, marking the exact positions of imperial guards taking their place in an impressive line-up in front of the King. Whoaaaa, going back in time...imagine the pomp and splendour of it all!

When Mum asked us to choose a spot to take a picture, naturally I chose a stone block that says “No. 1 Imperial Troop” for my selfie pose.

For the record, the Changdeokgung palace is grander than the Istana.
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UNFORTUNATE INCIDENT AT SAMCHEONG-GIL

Just before we called it a day, Dad suggested that we explore the area as we had time to kill before making our way back to the hotel in Myeong-dong for a second check-in. Yup. My frugal mum had us all checked out of the hotel to move to the hanok, instead of keeping the rooms for one night, all in the name of saving some money.

“Why let the hotel earn hundreds of dollars just holding our luggage?” she’d said. That’s easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who had to help Grandpa pack his luggage to get out of the hotel!

It was no mean feat as he was so anxious. Every time I put something in the bag, he’d take it out again to check it. Just to make sure I’d folded or wrapped it up well. And at the last stage, before I was about to snap the lock shut on his luggage, he insisted on taking all the things out from the suitcase again, and I meant EVERYTHING! WHY?

He couldn’t find his glasses! I could have sworn I’d put them in a “safe spot” in the suitcase, as I’d wanted to stop him from badgering me about NOT leaving it behind in the hotel. But for some dumb reason, we couldn’t find his glasses! So there we were, arguing and shouting at each other, till Mum came into our room.

She twisted my ear hard for being rude. I was really mad, but I kept my mouth shut. I knew I was in the wrong; it was just so exasperating keeping up with Grandpa! Just to pacify him, Mum had everything unpacked and re-sorted, but no surprise there, we couldn’t find his glasses!

Mum was upset with me. She blamed me for not keeping a close eye on Grandpa’s things. I’m only 14 for crying out loud! I’m a KID! Not a grandparent-sitter!

Grandpa was upset too, so Mum promised him that she’d get a new pair made. Just before we moved into the hanok for the stay, we had gone to an optometrist and had Grandpa’s eyes checked for a new pair of glasses.

The retail assistant was helpful. He promised us that they would be ready when we got back to Myeong-dong. I’m SOOOOO looking forward to picking up the new glasses, and checking in to the hotel, AGAIN. How exciting. At least I’d be cleared of a “heinous” crime, losing Grandpa’s glasses! Strange that I couldn’t remember where I put them. So much for choosing a “safe spot”. Maybe I’ve been stricken with some memory attack disease or something.



 

WHOA!
CHOCOLATE-MAKING CONTRAPTION!

So Dad led us to Samcheong-gil, which was just minutes from Gyeongbokgung and Changdeokgung palaces. It was an old neighbourhood, with beautifully refurbished shops set along a narrow street. Many of the shops were carved out from traditional houses like the hanok which we stayed in. Something new beside something old, with lots of character. Cool!

We found a shop that Mum, Whoopie and Grandma liked. It was called Cacao Boom. The shop’s sign said “Chocolatier”. The smell that hit us when we entered the shop was simply divine! It smelled of a mix of freshly made chocolate and brewed coffee grounds. I could tell immediately it was the right place to pick. For some reason, Grandpa felt right at home. He wasn’t in the least bit agitated.
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Could it be the smell of coffee? Grandpa was oohing and aahing at everything in the shop. It was a change to see him behaving like a small boy. When he saw chocolate pastries being baked, he was even bold enough to ask for a taste of the discarded chocolate shavings. The retail assistants let him have a spoonful of it, which was sweet of them.

Anxious to make sure we didn’t look like freeloaders, Mum bought us a chocolate drink each. It was delicious! I took lots of pictures in the shop, especially of the special “art installation” set up inside. It was only for show, but real molten chocolate was used in the machine to lubricate the wheels as they turned and chugged.
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Grandpa spent a good 30 minutes watching the machine at work. Then the accident happened when we least expected it. When Mum was ready to leave, Grandpa kicked up a fuss. He said he didn’t want to go. Then he shocked us when he suddenly stuck a hand inside the contraption!

OMG! OH MY GRANDMA!

She screamed so loudly that the retail assistants dropped the glasses they were clearing from our table! Thank goodness Dad reacted fast enough! He grabbed hold of Grandpa’s hand and saved it from being crushed by the machine! PHEEEEW! IT WAS A CLOSE SHAVE!

Looking at the mess and broken shards of glass, I thought we would be thrown out of the shop! Whoopie and Everest were stunned into silence. For once, I was glad that they knew when to keep their mouths shut. Dad and Mum ushered a hysterical Grandpa out of the shop. Grandma was so embarrassed; she kept offering to pay for the mess. The Koreans brusquely told us to leave. I felt really bad when I saw them cleaning up after we stepped out. What a horrid way to end a perfect day.

We found another shop kind enough to let us use their toilet. Mum spent a great deal of effort to clean up Grandpa. When she was done, we smiled a little when we saw how wet and bedraggled he looked. Everest lightened the situation when he grabbed Grandpa and planted a loud smack on his tummy. “No more chocolate for you!” he said. Grandpa choked back his tears and patted him on the head. I could tell he was sorry for creating a scene, but what I wanted to know was, what was wrong with him?! He’s turning into someone I don’t recognise!



 

BACK AT MYEONG-DONG

While Dad checked us in to our earlier hotel in the evening, I accompanied Mum to pick up Grandpa’s new glasses. Everest tagged along. Just imagine, the glasses were ready in TWO DAYS! We should learn something from the Koreans; see how fast they serve their customers! But what’s the best part? Mum said the glasses cost HALF THE PRICE of what we would pay in Singapore! Then she said something silly: Maybe we could ALL get glasses made before we leave Seoul. Fantastic.
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Mum seemed able to read Grandpa’s mind. Before we got back to the hotel, she bought two packs of freshly squeezed orange juice from the street. “A familiar smell from home,” she said simply. Grandpa was pleased, slurping up his orange juice greedily. I just smiled sweetly. I even patted him on the back to encourage him a little. I felt like a big FRAUD. I was secretly hoping that Mum wouldn’t ask me to sleep with Grandpa that night.

When Mum wasn’t within hearing, I nudged Everest and suggested that he could sleep with Grandpa instead. “Excellent practice for the Choco Pie eating contest,” I whispered. “Two mouths eating—better for the company!” I added. Like Everest, Grandpa never refused an offer of a Choco Pie. Both of them, sharing a room to eat Choco Pies the whole night long, an excellent pairing, right?

The gullible boy that my brother is, he said OK, he’d do it. For some reason, I didn’t feel all that pleased with myself when Mum agreed to Everest’s suggestion of sleeping with Grandpa. But hey, I’m only human! There are three kids in the family; everyone should take turns to babysit a grandparent. It shouldn’t be just me, right?
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PLAYING IT SAFE IN THE TOILET

When I helped Everest to move into the room with Grandpa, I stepped into the toilet to look around. Aha, no bathtub in this new room! Only a shower. Just as well! Grandpa wouldn’t be whining about someone watching him in the toilet. But just to be on the safe side, I draped a towel over the mirror to hide it. I noticed that Grandpa gets nervous when he sees his reflection in the mirror in the night. Everest is too short to reach it anyway. He wouldn’t miss having the mirror covered. I’m SOOOOO looking forward to sleeping well tonight! No screaming Grandpa in the night. Oh yeah.
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THE GAUNTLET IS THROWN

Looking through my Instagram account, I was pleased to see my kimchi post getting so many likes! But when I scrolled through Quan Yang’s account, I was mortified to see his post taken at the hanok getting more likes! Like, what?! It was just a shot of him headbanging to music! What the heck?! It was a TOTAL RIP OFF! He stole the idea from OneRepublic’s album cover! Sheesh...
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Well, it seems like everyone loves animal posts. I’ll remember that when we visit Everland Resort tomorrow. Dad said there is a “Lost Valley” where we would come face to face with tigers and lions on a safari tour! I can’t wait. Bet my picture of a real animal would beat Quan Yang’s!



 

DAY FOUR: GOING TO EVERLAND PARK

We had to buy tickets in advance at President Hotel, near Seoul Plaza. While waiting for the bus to pick us up from Seoul City Hall, we visited a pavilion where a memorial service was set up for people to pay their respects to the passengers of the Sewol, a ferry which sunk when travelling from Incheon to Jeju Island on 16 April 2014. More than 300 passengers died in the disaster.

Most passengers were high school students who were only a couple of years older than me! It was heartbreaking to see so many names written on the condolence board. Looking at the hundreds of white chrysanthemums being handed out to visitors at the memorial, I felt depressed.

I couldn’t describe my mixed emotions. I guess the white chrysanthemums represent a symbol of mourning. Unsure of what to do, I volunteered to keep an eye on Grandpa, Whoopie and Everest. I couldn’t bring myself to go near the pavilion. Mum, Dad and Grandma signed their names on the condolence register, and then paid their respects in a silent prayer. I kept a close watch on the other three, to make sure they wouldn’t do something inappropriate. When the Everland Resort bus came for us, I was relieved.

The journey to the resort took us close to an hour. We must have dozed off because when we woke up, it was time to get off the bus! We were all excited, even Grandpa. He said he was looking forward to meeting Psy. Like, huh? The guy who started “Gangnam Style”? Why would South Korea’s most famous middle-aged pop star be waiting to meet us at Everland Resort? I thought Grandpa was being silly. So I ignored his comment.

Dad had an elaborate plan all mapped out. He said we were early so we should catch the safari tour first, before hordes of tourists descended on the park and crowded us out! I didn’t know what to expect, but I went in with my hopes up, as I wanted some really good Instagram posts to beat Quan Yang.

We took an amphibious vehicle that drove us on dry ground as well as through a wading pool of water. We saw all kinds of wildlife: boars, antelopes, elephants and tigers. But the tigers weren’t scary; they were lethargic and simply lounging! When we got to a section of the park where everything was within touch, things got really exciting. Two elegant, slow-moving giraffes came right up to our vehicle! They were so close we could touch them if we stuck our arms out of the windows! The driver had sprigs of leaves to offer the giraffes, to lure them to come even closer to our vehicle. Boy, they were unafraid of humans! At one point, I could have reached out to pinch the giraffe’s nose, but I felt squeamish so I didn’t try. But I took a really close up picture of the giraffe! Man, wait till everyone sees my Instagram post!

The second part of the safari tour had us change vehicles. There was a reason! We were made to board a special bus to drive through double vaulted gates, to see LIONS and BEARS! And man were these bears MASSIVE! But I had my suspicions when these bears stood on their hind legs at the bidding of the driver. I was doubtful that wild bears would be so tame! Like anyone bearing food (pun intended) could bribe a bear to stand and wave! Then it hit me, “Duh! They must be MEN in bear suits!” I yelled loud enough for everyone on the bus to hear. I wondered how hot it would be in the bear suit. Mum was red in the face as she nudged me to shut up. “Behave! Don’t embarrass me!” she whispered angrily. What did I say?! I was just speaking my mind!

We spent about 10 minutes in the enclosure. The lions were BORING, just as LAZY as the tigers! If it hadn’t been for the wave-a-paw bears, I’d have pushed Dad to get a refund on our tickets. But I must say, I had some really good photos of crazy humans snapping photos of men in bear suits!

When I got a chance, I scrutinised the bear that was standing just beside our vehicle. I couldn’t see a zip on its back. That would have been a dead giveaway that it was a bear costume. Hmmm...maybe I was wrong? Oh well... they must be extremely hungry to wave at humans because they are eager for food. No way would humans in bear suits be so obedient! Bet they’d have given us the middle finger for being badgered to “wave and say kimchi!”
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THRILLING RIDES & MEETING PSY

AT THE K-POP HOLOGRAM STUDIO

It was a darkened studio, with only standing room. We heard the hypnotic groove of Psy’s “Gangnam Style” while filing into the studio. Grandpa was clearly excited, raring to get into a horse-riding strut.

It was an awesome show! It was as close as we could get to attending a K-pop concert! Psy “fronted” the show—it was just a hologram, but it seemed real. He was supported by alternating acts from boy band Big Bang and—guess who else—the girls from 2NE1!

Oh man! They were complemented by animated graphics that simulated bursts of techno lights. There was also a gleaming disco ball shooting out a dazzling array of lasers! The “performance” was surreal! Incredible!

All we needed was hordes of screaming fangirls to complete the electrified atmosphere. Just like in a real K-pop show. When Psy came on again for the last act, it was like seeing the real person on stage. His roly-poly silhouette boogieing to “Gangnam Style” and “Gentleman” got everyone excited. It was a sight to behold as we all danced, thrusting our hips with our arms held high above our heads to follow his lead. When it was time to leave after the “show”, our arms were aching, but boy were we happy.



 

ALL ABOUT BRUNO MARS AND SCUD MISSILES

I couldn’t sleep last night as I was aching all over from the workout in the Hologram Studio. So I checked out Quan Yang’s Instagram account on Dad’s iPad. Oh man... Dad had got an incredible number of emails from his boss. Dad is supposed to be on leave, give him a break!

Imagine how pissed I was when I saw Quan Yang had permed his hair! Riiiiight...He couldn’t possibly be hoping to look like BRUNO MARS, could he?!
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Standing ticket: 132,000 won. That’s like close to S$160! What a lucky idiot! His parents must dote on him, as he’s an only child. Another irritating thing about him: he likes Bruno Mars.

I showed Whoopie his picture; I was hoping for her usual snide remarks. But she surprised me when she exclaimed he was cool. A boy with permed hair?! Eeeeiuw...

These are Quan Yang’s favourite songs by Bruno Mars. No surprise, they are my favourites, too.

“The Lazy Song”

“Count On Me”

“Just The Way You Are”

That photo got him more than 200 likes! Man...Whoopie was sniggering as she suggested I should perm my hair, too. Either that, or I should learn to glue on fake eyelashes. Bet the Lhasa Apso will beat Bruno Mars paws down.
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I still couldn’t sleep so I started surfing the Internet. Imagine my horror when I came across this article in an online newspaper.
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WHAT?! Are we going to be nuked? Man...I didn’t come to Seoul to get killed by Scud missiles! What’s this nonsense about North Korea flexing its military power?! Launching ballistic missiles into the ocean just 20km from the border shared by the North and South! Isn’t that like REALLY CLOSE to Seoul?

And what was even worse was to read in the report that “More than 90 test-firings of missiles, artillery and rockets have been launched by the North in the space of FIVE MONTHS”. For what? Get this: to register unhappiness with the South for cultivating closer American ties. Like huh? Maybe Kim Jong-un, the North Korean leader, is jealous. I have a perfectly simple solution. Send more American STARS (not troops!) in!

Maybe Kim Jong-un is upset that South Korea gets to have celebrities like Bruno Mars singing and headbanging with pretty South Korean K-pop stars. What does North Korea have? Zilch. Nada. No Rain, no Super Junior, no Girls’ Generation. No wonder he’s angry. But I think Psy and Kim Jong-un look like they are long lost cousins or something.

Bet if you send Psy over to North Korea, he could teach the North Koreans to sing, dance and do the “Gangnam Style”. I’m sure he can be easily sacrificed! There are so many good-looking K-pop stars in South Korea to fill his shoes. Anything to discourage North Korea from shooting dud, er...I mean, Scud missiles into the ocean.

They want to horse around, call Psy!



 

THE DMZ THAT DIVIDES THE TWO KOREAS

Imagine my surprise when I read that the top tourist attraction in Korea is the DMZ, the Demilitarised Zone that divides North and South Korea.

A border stretch of 248km that acts as a buffer zone, it is recognised as a “peace zone” that both sides of Korea have pledged to keep conflict out of, i.e. no fighting allowed! But spying on one another with binoculars is OK. Make no mistake; this is a heavily guarded border. And I mean REALLY FORTIFIED! Up to ONE MILLION soldiers guard the DMZ. Putting that into perspective, take one-fifth of the population of Singapore and place them on 24-hour guard duty along this border.

That’s how seriously both sides of Korea view their conflict. I won’t be surprised if North Korean soldiers watch every action the soldiers take in the South, while the soldiers in the South do exactly the same!
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DAY FIVE: CHASING RUNNING MAN

Last night, I dreamt of being chased by secret agents bearing monster-binocular-like chomping machines. They were for some reason all dressed like Psy in his baggy horse-riding trousers too! Arrrggh! It was so scary that I woke up with a shout!

Thank goodness Grandma slept like a log. She didn’t even stir; she must have been exhausted from watching Grandpa in the day. I was glad that Everest was in the room next door with Grandpa. Imagine if I were sleeping with Grandpa. My shout would have frightened him!

Over breakfast, Mum surprised us when she suddenly announced that she was going to chase Korean actors. WHAT?! My mother, a K-drama GROUPIE?! Isn’t she too old for spazzing?

They should put an age ban on middle-aged women running after Korean stars. This is so embarrassing for me! To think that I’m getting ditched for bare-chested Korean stars who can’t speak English. Like she can speak Korean, oh pleeaaaaseee.

I asked Mum whom she was chasing. She replied excitedly, “Running Man!”

I was baffled. Who’s that? And what is he running from?
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Dad said since Mum has her own plans for the day, he would take us to watch Cookin’ Nanta, a live drama and cooking performance. Sounds like something is brewing for once. I wonder if there’ll be anything to eat! Yum-yum!

So there we were, Grandpa, Grandma, Dad and three kids in the middle section of the Myeong-dong Nanta Theatre in the UNESCO Building, to watch Cookin’ Nanta. Looking at the props on the dimly lit stage waiting for the show to start, I was excited to see real knives and choppers! AWESOME!

We were all eagerly anticipating the cast’s appearance, but Grandpa was pooh-poohing everything in sight. He said they must be fake knives as these things could kill! Really. He should just zip up. People around us were giving us funny looks. There were groups of what I guess must be Singaporeans in the audience. They were speaking a mix of Chinese and Singlish. I could see them looking our way as they obviously recognised the condescending tone that a Baba from Singapore was using.

Grandpa, for some reason, was lapsing into his Baba Malay, a dialect that I’d not hear him speak for years! For some reason, the kitchen setting on stage had brought back old memories. He was talking loudly, telling Grandma how he used to pound belacan in the batu tumbuk for his mother when he was a young boy.

Arrrghhh! Could he just KEEP QUIET! It was embarrassing! The numerous “sssshhhs” thrown our way got really loud! Grandma finally found a way to keep Grandpa quiet, by handing him chewing gum that she’d brought along. Chewing gum isn’t easily available in Singapore. It’s banned for sale, except for medicinal purposes. So the novelty of seeing it in Korea led Grandma to buy lots of it for us to try. Grandpa was happy, and QUIET, with the chewing gum. But the drama has just begun.

We were three-quarters into the show when we heard Grandpa heckling and making alarming throat-clearing sounds. Just when rude comments were directed at us, again, to leave the theatre, Grandpa suddenly keeled over in his seat, with Grandma SCREAMING at the top of her lungs, “HEEELPP! HE’S CHOKING ON HIS CHEWING GUM!”

The next five minutes were a blur. From behind us, a couple and a kid jumped up quickly from their seats to help Grandpa. The father started thumping Grandpa on the back, before gripping his chest from behind in an embrace, heaving and shoving at his stomach.

After some awful, gasping noises of “HAAACK, HAAACK, HAAACK”, Grandpa suddenly spat out his chewing gum. And it landed on someone’s head in front of him! Which provoked a second round of commotion when the poor lady couldn’t stop screaming. Poor us...we were asked to leave the theatre immediately.

The man that saved Grandpa left with us to make sure he was OK. Imagine my shock (what, the third time in the same night?) when I saw the man’s kid. It was someone I wouldn’t imagine seeing. Of the ten million people in Seoul, that’s a second time I had to bump into QUAN YANG. At the theatre!

Dad and Grandma were profusely thanking Quan Yang’s father for performing the Heimlich manoeuvre on Grandpa. That must be the chest heaving thrust he did on Grandpa. I looked sheepishly at Quan Yang. Whoopie surprised me when she hugged him and cried out in a burst of tears that his dad was our saviour.

I just kept mum. As if the night hadn’t given me enough grief, Dad suggested that the two families “get acquainted” for a proper thank you meal. Er...maybe I should tell Dad that I’d already been acquainted with Quan Yang and that I’d like to skip the meal please, thank you very much.

I heard Dad suggesting some supper places where we could get some food. He even called Mum to ask her to meet us there. There and then, I realised I couldn’t get out of the dinner, as that would make Dad look bad. And I didn’t even know how the Cookin’ Nanta show ended! Did the cast finish preparing the dinner spread in time for the wedding? I wouldn’t know, right?

Boy, what a night.



 

DINNER WITH A LIVE OCTOPUS

It seemed that Quan Yang’s father clicked immediately with Dad. All it needed was a tentative “Have you tried eating octopus?” in Mandarin from him, leading Dad to chuckle and nod enthusiastically. So there we were outside this restaurant. Facing us was a huge glass tank with a few live octopus swimming.

They looked, er...what’s the right word, slimy? I’d seen people eating live seafood back in Singapore, like live prawns drenched in alcohol before being bitten, chewed and swallowed quickly. Nothing irksome. But how could anyone possibly think of eating a LIVE OCTOPUS? And isn’t it dangerous? There are EIGHT tentacles! Any of these long, winding THINGS could get stuck in the throat!

When the dish was served in front of us, it had just enough water to keep the octopus fluidly swimming (pardon the pun). My face must have registered dismay, because Quan Yang gloatingly said he’d try some. I didn’t want to be outdone, but just thinking about eating that thing ALIVE made me want to throw up. So I shook my head numbly, rejecting the offer.

What a sight. Stuffing your face with writhing tentacles. Before Quan Yang’s father could fit the whole thing into his mouth, he had to delicately chew through each tentacle. Man, it was ALL OVER his face! Stuck on his lips and cheeks, and it was ACTUALLY MOVING! Eeeiuw!
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After watching Quan Yang’s father gallantly battle with devouring the octopus, Dad and Quan Yang chickened out. Just as well. I wouldn’t know how to do the Heimlich manoeuvre on Dad if anything were to happen. As for Quan Yang, I was disappointed that he didn’t have the guts to eat it. I was half hoping he’d get choked on a tentacle.
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As if the night couldn’t get any worse, Mum nagged me to complete my holiday assignment, the one on the research on K-pop stars. She even took my iPhone away! How was I supposed to attack in clan war and collect my resources in Clash of Clans if she held on to my handphone for the rest of the holiday?! My friends are going to hate me for making them lose the war! Sheesh, mothers can be really domineering.

Back to borrowing Dad’s iPad to get my research done. Oh boy...I saw 350 uncleared emails from Dad’s boss. Poor Dad! Planning where to bring us around Seoul the last few days, plus having to deal with emails from his boss even though he’s on holiday, tough life, man! Hmmm...maybe Dad could use some help with answering his Boss’ emails.

I CAME UP WITH A FEW:
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I had these saved in Dad’s “Drafts” folder. I should tell Dad he’s free to use any of these to reply to his boss. Am I clever or what?



 

PART II OF CLASS ASSIGNMENT

2012 was the breakout year where South Korea’s K-pop phenomenon went viral when Psy and his “Gangnam Style” sold more than eight million copies in the United States alone. The video of “Gangnam Style” on YouTube entered the Guinness World Records with over 2.1 million “likes”, making it the Most Liked Video in its history.

So who really is this middle-aged newcomer who took the world by storm with an, er...horse trotting dance routine?

Psy studied at Boston University, in Massachusetts, in the United States. But he only spent one semester studying business administration before dropping out of the course to attend the Berklee College of Music, also in Boston. He was influenced by gangsta rap and the hip-hop music of Tupac Shakur, Snoop Dogg and Eminem. Psy started creating his own Korean-style hip-hop beats with computers and keyboards. He returned to Seoul in 2000.

Psy wasn’t a popular K-pop singer in his early career. He looked different from the “Candy Crush” Korean teen idols. But his songs made people sit up, mainly because they were controversial. His songs were largely panned, with critics calling him a “bizarre singer”. Psy’s career took a turn when he signed on with one of South Korea’s biggest entertainment companies, YG Entertainment.

Slowly, he gained popularity, being marketed alongside some of YG Entertainment’s most successful K-pop acts, like 2NE1, the female pop group with members CL, Dara, Minzy and Bom, and Big Bang comprising G-Dragon, TOP, Taeyang, Daesung and Seungri.
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Psy first experimented with cheesy dance moves which he said were “panda” and “kangaroo” dances. He finally settled on the “Gangnam Style” horse trot that catapulted him to fame. Released in July 2012, “Gangnam Style” was a song on PSY 6 (Six Rules), Psy’s sixth music album. The “Gangnam Style” video reached No. 1 on iTunes Music Video Charts, topping Justin Bieber’s “As Long As You Love Me”! Imagine that!

In October 2012, Psy achieved international success when the United Nations recognised him as an “international sensation”. Psy met with UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon. The South Korean-born leader claimed that Psy’s music had great power, “particularly in helping to overcome intolerance. It helps to reach out to audiences in a way that many other forms of culture or interaction cannot do.”

Well, the same can be said of Clash of Clans. This article is dedicated to my mother, whom I trust, will keep her word and return me my iPhone.



 

DAY SIX: MUM MISSING, GONE AFTER RUNNING MAN, AGAIN!

I woke up this morning to find all the women in my family missing from their hotel rooms. Mum, with Grandma, Whoopie and Everest had caught wind that the cast of Running Man would be appearing in the area of Doosan Tower and Doota Mall! What the heck? They didn’t even think of waiting for me!

I heard from Dad they were all up at 6.30am to grab breakfast as soon as the buffet line up opened at 7am! So early! I was still stuck in Lala Land. To think that I was sharing a room with Grandma and I didn’t hear her get up to leave in the morning. I felt totally betrayed!

It wasn’t because I was keen to meet the cast of Seoul’s biggest entertainment show. NO! It’s because I heard at Dongdaemun market, there are lots of shops selling toys and collectibles at wholesale prices. I wouldn’t have minded browsing or begging Mum to get me something I like, like a Clash of Clans figurine, or some memento released from their developer, Supercell.

I bet these cheap toys are all ripped off from factories in China employed to develop these collectibles.

Who cares if they are imitation ones, just imagine the number of likes I can get on my Instagram. Sheesh...

Quan Yang’s latest post got more than 300 likes! And guess what he posted? The cheek of it! How on earth did he manipulate Grandpa into doing this?
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Just reading his hashtags got me hopping mad. HE’S MY GRANDPA! Not his!



 

BOYS’ DAY OUT

Imagine my dismay when Dad announced that he had arranged to meet with Quan Yang and his father...because, guess what: my mother had invited Quan Yang’s mother to go stake out Dongdaemun market to catch the cast of Running Man. Not only was I stuck with babysitting Grandpa, I had to put on a really polite front, because Dad said he’d like to get to know Quan Yang’s father better! Dad said Quan Yang’s dad works in a job similar to his own. At a strategic level. Whatever that meant. My father works at Changi Airport. “It never sleeps!” That’s been the motto I remember since I was a kid. For as long as I can recall, I’d always be hearing about Dad gearing up for an “airport emergency” or some overseas trip, to check out other airports. “It’s all part of the job, boy,” he’d say. Tough being his son, he hardly has time for me. So if Quan Yang’s father is working in a “similar, strategic position”, that could only mean...aha, he’s working or doing something for an airport too, like maybe Incheon Airport? Right here in South Korea!



 

GOING FOR OUR FIRST PUBLIC BATH

Just like in Japan, men in South Korea really love their spas and saunas. Dad arranged for Quan Yang and his father to meet us at a jjimjilbang, a spa and sauna complex. Three men and two teenagers. Our introduction to our first sauna. How exciting.

We got to the dark glass building after taking a short subway ride from Myeong-dong. I got into the lift and imagine my horror when I turned to see women going up to the same floor as us. Probably a coincidence, I thought. My unease grew when they got out of the lift with us on the same floor. Quan Yang had this really cheeky look on his face.

He kept making faces at me when he saw these women milling about at the check-in counter. It was so annoying, I just ignored him. Dad got into a queue and paid for all of us. We were each given a plastic band secured with a key, for a locker to place our belongings, I guessed.

When we were told to change, I was relieved to see the women segregated from men. Oh well...most of the women I saw at the registration counter were as old as Grandma, but some were younger, just slightly, I’d say, maybe more middle-aged rather than over the hill. Thank goodness there were no women under 20! The older women are either mothers or grandmothers, nothing I have on my body that they haven’t seen!

When I went to put my things in the locker, I saw Dad at the reception area, signing for beer to be delivered to the sauna’s “rest corner”. “For our Chinese guests,” Dad had said generously. Er...just ONE guest, right? Just Quan Yang’s father, surely? Quan Yang’s my age, how could he be drinking beer? Really, Dad, what were you thinking?

After telling me to avoid the really hot baths, Dad and Quan Yang’s father disappeared to get a massage. Great, I was left all alone with Quan Yang and Grandpa. Quan Yang grabbed hold of my arm excitedly. He asked me in Mandarin if I wanted to enter the IPPY contest. I looked at him and pretended to think hard, feigning a puzzled look. “What’s that?” I asked innocently. He said it was a contest to win the Instagram Prize for a Popular Youth. Like I didn’t know that! But I acted like I’d never heard of it. He added that he’d been shortlisted as one of three contenders for the GOLD award!

It was really hard to keep an impassive face. I WAS SO JEALOUS! I asked how he knew he was in the running for top three.

“I got an email from the creators of the award,” he said in Mandarin. Really? Wow. I’d have loved to hear from that genius! Imagine creating something so cool! A prize to get kids vying with one another to top a popularity contest, it’s ingenious! Something like this would appeal to THOUSANDS OR MAYBE MILLIONS OF KIDS! Which teenager doesn’t desire to be popular?!

“What do you have in mind?” I asked. I was desperate to see how I could improve my stakes in the running for the IPPY. “Take a photo of a nude woman!” Quan Yang replied in Mandarin. “WHAT?!” I almost yelled. What’s he thinking? He’s going to get us arrested, or worse, JAILED! Or they’d just throw us right over the border to North Korea. Let the North Korean agents do us in!

“Wearing NAAAAATHING!” he said cheekily, in English, this time. With all the dignity I could summon, I turned up my nose at him haughtily and said, “Get real. No one’s interested. I’m not interested.” And then I walked away. Turn your back on the perpetrator of a crime! I felt proud of myself. Quan Yang laughed as I walked away.

I waited in a corner for Dad and Quan Yang’s father. They saw me and waved me over when they were done with their massage. Dad told me to take a rinse in the shower. Then he handed me a small waist towel to cover up. I followed him and Quan Yang’s father into a large stone bath. Boy, was it HOT! Hot steam lifted from the surface of the water. I felt like I was being scalded so I jumped out quickly. I heard both men laughing at me.

I checked to see that none of my body parts had BEEN COOKED! Thank goodness! I turned to see Dad and Quan Yang’s father toasting each other with mugs of beer before I slipped off into a sauna.

Dry heat enveloped me when I stepped into the enclosed room. I soaked in silence, my thoughts turning numb, as I couldn’t breathe in the steam. I couldn’t stand it! After three minutes, I dashed out. I saw a stone bath with floating ice blocks beckoning; before I could change my mind, I plunged in quickly! Brrrrrrr! The water was so COLD! First, piping hot, next, ice cold. I felt my skin curling! Looking at the wrinkled pads of skin on my fingertips, it suddenly HIT ME! Grandpa was missing! And so was Quan Yang!

I went to look for Dad and asked frantically, “Where’s Grandpa?” Dad looked puzzled. “He was with you all the time!” he said. My face must have blanched. Dad asked what was wrong. I replied, “Going to the loo!” before I took off to look for Quan Yang. I scuttled around like a mad person looking in all the corners of the bath, spa and sauna. I even peeled off a couple of towels from the faces of men catching a wink in the stone baths. One guy was so pissed that he almost broke my wrist when he grabbed it. Ouch, it was so painful!

Then I stumbled upon them. It was their giggles that I heard first. I moved towards them, taking care not to be seen. It was easy; I just had to dodge behind pillars and potted plants! It was outside a changing room that I saw Grandpa, and Quan Yang, heads leaning towards each other, peeping through a door. I felt my anger exploding. I ran forward and slapped Quan Yang HARD on the back! He jumped and screamed, before stifling his screams with a fist. He glared at me and mouthed a bad word, before dragging me away from the door.

I struggled with him, as I was trying to get past him to pull Grandpa away from the changing room. Grandpa turned back to look at the two of us almost getting into a fight. He moved towards us to break us apart, and then I saw it in slow motion; he slipped on a puddle of water, and without warning, his right foot flew up under him, and he shouted out in shock. Thank goodness Quan Yang was closer to Grandpa. He reached out and quickly caught hold of Grandpa’s flailing left arm, saving him before he hit the floor. Oh man... for a moment there, I felt my heart plunging!

We helped Grandpa straighten up. I saw him clutching his right hip and groaning about dislocating it. I tried to help him massage it to ease the strain. I felt HORRIBLE! Imagine if he had fallen, I’d never forgive myself! I turned to glare at Quan Yang; it was his fault!

Quan Yang had the decency to look guilty. He said sorry. As we helped Grandpa past the changing room, someone inside the room stepped out. My eyes almost popped out of my head as I came face to face with an old lady, who was half undressed. She covered up quickly and walked away. I reddened in embarrassment. Everything about her was wrinkled! I don’t mean to be disrespectful or anything, but it was really that! She looked like a HUMAN PRUNE! And I got to witness it. Great. I barked at Quan Yang, “Happy now, got your picture?” Quan Yang looked angrily at me. “Baichi! You stopped me!” he yelled. That dreaded word. He used to call me that when we first met in Taipei. Baichi, meaning, “idiot”.

I helped Grandpa to a corner. I told him to wait there while I went to get Dad. Dad took some time to wash up and dry off. He agreed that we should get Grandpa back to the hotel immediately.

On our way back in the taxi, Grandpa asked where everyone was. I looked at him in surprise. Didn’t we tell him that the women had gone to catch the cast of Running Man? Then he got me worried when he said, “I haven’t had breakfast!” Huh? We had eaten like pigs at the breakfast buffet! I wanted to test if he could recall what he had just done with Quan Yang. I asked, “What were you and Quan Yang looking at?” He looked really puzzled and asked, “What? Who’s that?” My unease increased. I looked across at Dad. The exchange was lost on him. Dad was busy typing out a message to his boss on his iPad. Over his shoulder, I read his email:

“Incheon Airport is launching an ‘Oranginal Kick Off’ promotion to support the World Cup. It’s a brilliant idea! They’re giving away oranges ‘skinned’ to look like miniature soccer balls! I met the contractor from Taipei who has been engaged to manage the project.”

Er...I wasn’t sure that an orange was a good choice. Oranges made to look like soccer balls? These adults have never seen the Annoying Orange YouTube clips? Seriously? It’s not called ANNOYING for nothing. But who cares, really? I was disappointed with Dad. Pandering to Quan Yang’s father was all a show. So much for wanting to get to know him better! Dad was on an espionage mission!

To find out what Incheon Airport is doing for the World Cup. Bet he’d try to top the “Oranginal Kick Off” idea for Changi Airport. Why is he constantly thinking about work? For goodness sake, he’s supposed to be ON LEAVE! Am I the only person who’s aware that something is very wrong with Grandpa? He’s so paranoid, always harping that someone is in the room with him. He’s also irritable and gets upset easily. The worst thing that got me really worried is he can’t seem to remember anything that he’s done, even if it was just 30 minutes ago!

That night, I checked in to see Quan Yang’s Instagram account. He didn’t post any pictures of the old lady. Thank goodness! But he managed to post an odd picture, of a roomful of middle-aged women in a K-pop line-up. Eeeeiuw... they were nothing like the 2NE1 girls! After what I witnessed today, I declare my interest in women a total zilch. Seeing the old lady has totally robbed me of my appetite for dinner.
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And just when I’d sworn off women, guess who sent me a WhatsApp message?
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That’s “talk to you later”. Arrgghhh...it’s all Quan Yang’s fault! I couldn’t hold a decent conversation with Jolin without picturing an image of the old lady! I hope the damage isn’t permanent.

In the middle of the night, Mum sent ME out to the 7-Eleven store outside the hotel to buy a carton of ORANGE JUICE! For Grandpa!

He was throwing a big tantrum, fretting, as Grandma had forgotten to buy him juice. Man...it was Mum’s turn to watch over Grandpa in the hotel room, the sixth night in a row of assigning someone to watch over him till he falls asleep!

So easy for her to just ask Amos to “get the orange juice!” My nerves felt raw from dealing with Grandpa. Miraculously, he’d stopped bleating about his “dislocated” hip.

After the women got back from meeting the Running Man cast, Dad forgot to mention that Grandpa had almost fallen at the jjimjilbang. I would have gotten a huge scolding from BOTH Mum and Grandma if they’d heard about it. Thank goodness he was busy clearing emails on his iPad. Phew! Safe for now.

I picked up more than orange juice for Grandpa. With the money Mum passed me, I also bought several packets of prunes and peanuts, plus a huge takeaway container of salad with cooked celery, beans, cabbage and broccoli. Nothing like loading up on the gas chamber. Boy, the next time I see Quan Yang, he’d be in for a big surprise.
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DAY SEVEN: JJANG CHOCO PIE EATING CONTEST

At breakfast, Mum suddenly got all serious and said, “Let’s get Everest to do something with his hair! To look good for the contest!” I looked in horror at the amount of hair Everest has on his head. There’s not much. Good luck, bro. So Mum, together with Grandma and Whoopie in tow, said they’d be taking Everest to a hair stylist, and disappeared promptly. Fantastic. Leaving me alone with Dad and Grandpa. Again.

I couldn’t believe we had been in Seoul for seven days. I can’t say that this was an enjoyable family holiday. I can’t wait to get back to see my best pals. Good riddance to having to watch my annoying siblings and babysit Grandpa.

The Jjang Choco Pie Eating Contest was scheduled at 4pm at, where else but Lotte World? It occurred to me that the contest was inspired by the masses of people loving the Choco Pie. Oh well, it was the reason why we were in Seoul. I should make the most of this trip, despite how awful it had been so far!

Last night, Mum had begged me to sleep with Grandpa, as she said Everest was too young and anything could happen if Grandpa got into another outburst. I agreed reluctantly. Nothing “exciting” happened, except for one moment when Grandpa gave me a fright, suddenly throwing a punch at the mirror while brushing his teeth! The towel covering the mirror had fallen off in the night. I thought he’d broken it! SEVEN YEARS OF BAD LUCK! Wasn’t that what Grandma said would befall us, if we were to break a mirror?! I checked, and thank goodness, there was only a hairline crack along the edge of the mirror.

I asked Grandpa why he did that. He said he was sorry, he thought he’d seen a stranger in the mirror. This was like what, his HUNDREDTH TIME getting into really weird behaviour since we got to Seoul? I began to understand what Grandma was going through, living with him in China. That would explain her frantic calls to Mum in the last few months, claiming that something’s wrong with Grandpa.

Maybe Grandpa needs to seek medical attention. Or counselling. Whatever adults do to solve a problem. Ask the experts! I thought of telling Mum what Grandpa did. But seeing how happy she has been in the last few days, so thrilled to spend time with Grandma whom she hasn’t seen for a long time, I have no heart. As for Dad, er...I must confess, I did something to his iPad last night. He’s angry with me. I shouldn’t provoke him with disturbing news about Grandpa.

I had encountered a glitch playing Clash of Clans. I wrote a note to the game developer to ask for technical assistance, but in the middle of it, Grandpa had punched the mirror. Before I ran to check on him, I’d stored my half-written message in the Drafts folder. When I was done with Grandpa, I got back to the iPad but I was careless and dropped it! The screen went black! I wanted to scream my head off in frustration! Dad was so mad with me when he found out. He said he wouldn’t be able to access his emails, but that’s nothing! What about me?! No Clash of Clans!

So guess where dad brought us today? And no surprise there when I saw who he’d asked to join us. Quan Yang and his father. At a “Frisbee” shop. Not that kind of “flying disc”; Frisbee is an Apple premium reseller. Dad was looking for urgent help to fix his iPad before his boss found out he was really uncontactable.

While it was being fixed, Quan Yang’s father told Quan Yang and me to wait at the Teteru Museum. I said OK as there was nothing else to do. Dad was still angry with me. He said I couldn’t touch any of the iPads or iPhones in the Frisbee shop.
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It’s a shop for BABIES and big people who love teddy bears. A tiny cafe with many, many teddy bears on sale. Quan Yang sat far from me in the small, enclosed space, ignoring me totally.

Then—aha! I felt the squeezing and rumbling in my gut as the remnants of what I’d had for supper last night threatened to erupt. The entire morning I had been releasing small bursts of gas. I just knew a big stinker was building. I waited till Quan Yang was distracted with his iPhone. His back was facing me. I took a deep breath and forced the air down into my gut, squeezing it to have the gas forced down through my bottom, and then BRRRRRROOOOFFF, it went off!

It was awesome! I smelt a little of its power, so I grabbed the tail end of my shirt and held it tightly against my nose. I tried another time. One deep breath and a hard internal push, forcing the gas down through my bottom, and RUM-BUM-PUUUFFFTT it came out even louder this time! The air in the small space turned deadly STINKY. I saw Quan Yang catch a sniff of it. His head jerked back, looking around in shock. Then he turned to glare at me. He SWORE when he saw me laughing and pinching my nose. Boy, it was HILARIOUS to see him scrambling to leave, his chair crashing to the ground as he made a FRANTIC DASH to escape the STENCH. Revenge is sweet. Serves him right for what he did last night.

After Quan Yang left, I spent the next hour taking a peaceful nap. Then Dad came back for me. One look at his pleased face and I knew he had got the iPad fixed. When Dad went to grab a cup of coffee, I sneaked a pass on his iPad. It took me five minutes to hack into it. Easy. Dad, like Mum, isn’t great with setting passwords on the iPad.

I just had to try one of these: any of our birthdates keyed in date-month-year, or year-month-date sequence. Either would work every time. I logged into his email and checked the Drafts folder. Strange, there was no half-written message. ZILCH. Not even those messages I’d typed for Dad to send to his boss. Oh well...maybe everything got deleted and reset. Hopefully, the glitch on Clash of Clans got rectified since the iPad is fixed.

Dad said Quan Yang’s family would be meeting us at Lotte World, to support Everest in the Choco Pie Eating Contest. Oh well...guess that’s three more people in the cheering squad for Everest.
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FINALLY! GOING TO LOTTE WORLD!

I almost tripped over my feet when I saw Everest after he returned from the hairdresser. He looked, like what, a PUNK! What was Mum thinking?! My brother looking like a mini K-pop star! OK, I take back what I said about exploiting my brother for his cute looks and making money out of hawking him for commercials. It’s supposed to be an eating competition, right? Why would he need to dress up like a FREAK?

It seemed that I was the only one who thought he looked weird. Everyone said he looked like a mini Psy. Like that’s something to be proud of? Seriously? Maybe it’s just a boy thing for feeling so protective over my brother. I bet I wouldn’t bat an eyelid if Whoopie got dressed up to look like a dolled-up K-pop star.

We took the subway to Jamsil station. It wasn’t crowded on the train as it was well after peak hours. Grandma and Dad got into an argument before we got in. Grandma was angry with Dad for leaving Grandpa alone in the hotel room when he took me out to fix the iPad.

Er...it wasn’t actually Dad’s fault; I’d kicked up a big fuss and refused to stay in the room. So we left Grandpa alone. It was for just over an hour. Thank goodness Grandpa was sleeping soundly when we came back. So nothing happened. But Grandma wouldn’t speak to Dad, and because Mum was forced to choose sides, she said she wasn’t speaking to Dad as well! Childish.

When I thought no one was paying any attention, I grabbed a row of reserved seats and hunkered down in a corner. Three seats in a row, perfect for stretching my legs. It was BLISS. Till an elderly Korean man boarded the train. He walked right up to me and started spewing a torrent of what sounded like harsh words. I looked up at him fearfully. I couldn’t understand a word he was saying! Another commuter translated the man’s angry outburst for me. He said I had no respect for the elderly. The elderly man gestured at me to “get out” of the seats. Sheesh...just say so! There was no need to shout at me!

Looking around the cabin to see several Koreans standing up at the same time to offer their seats to him, I felt rotten for being so selfish. I stared across the aisle and saw Grandpa and Grandma. They were both lost in their thoughts, oblivious to what just happened.

I should have guessed how much Koreans care about the elderly. As soon as my grandparents boarded the train, people gave up their seats to them immediately. I also recalled what I had seen on the streets the last few nights. In crowded places where elderly people were waiting in queues, young people ahead of them often stepped aside to give way.

Who would have guessed in this competitive, looks-obsessed country where Hallyu has made Korean pop culture a global phenomenon, its people have not forgotten their filial roots. Looks like I have something to learn from the Koreans. Maybe the least I could do is to stop looking at Grandpa as a burden.



 

CHOMPING EVEREST

We thought it was so simple. Eat as many Choco Pies as you can in under a minute. But no one told us there were 20 contestants in the line-up! And did the organisers mention that the others were all older and have more voracious appetites than my little brother? No.

Thank goodness one thing stood in Everest’s favour: he was cute. The cameras went straight for him. Especially with his kiss curl Superman fringe created by my crazy mother.

20 contestants were made to go through four rounds of eating challenges. All of which looked like they would induce DIABETES in the participants.
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In under ONE minute, how many Choco Pies can you eat?
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Ice cream? Er...that must surely be the toughest one. It’s so COLD! Try swallowing ice cream as fast as you can!

The first thing the contestants had to do was to sign an indemnity form that said they would not sue the organisers if they were to choke on their pies—how encouraging, predicting such a dire consequence. The next clause said they would not sue for medical expenses if they were to develop an eating disorder, or worse, a medical condition after the contest. Like, seriously? Could they be less pessimistic? And what else was in the fine print? I read the form.

INSTRUCTIONS TO CONTESTANTS:

1. Forget your manners. Don’t worry about looking like a pig.

2. Chew your food well. If you find yourself choking, raise your hand!

3. Don’t talk with your mouth full; you are being filmed, look your best!

4. No puking on stage. Referees will stand by with vomit buckets. Raise your hand to ask for one if you need it.

So for Point 2 and Point 4, how would they know if a contestant is choking or asking for a vomit bucket? I wanted to ask someone, but Mum was so excited about getting Everest ready that she told me to just sign the form on her behalf! Oh well, she’s the mother; I just did as I was told.

Before Everest got into the ring, I gave him a pep talk. I said, “It’s an eating contest. Just remember, PUT AS MANY PIES AS YOU CAN IN YOUR MOUTH. Don’t think. JUST EAT.” He nodded solemnly at me and gave me a fist punch. I wanted to hug him, the poor thing! Choco Pies with strawberry and kiwi puree?! Eeeeiuwww...what did we get him into!

Good thing I’d spent hours surfing the Internet to see how people approach eating contests. I’d trained with Everest in the last six months by eating with him every time.

Step 1. Break up the Choco Pie into smaller bite sizes.

Step 2. Pop them into your mouth piece by piece. Chew and swallow. Chew and swallow. Don’t think.

Step 3. If you feel nauseous, separate the pies from the cream. Eat four pies, followed by one cream filling. 4 and 1, 4 and 1, 4 and 1...that was the drill. I hope he remembered!

I was surprised when someone else also threw in a tip. Quan Yang. He showed up with his parents. He came straight up to Everest and spoke to him in Mandarin, “Breathe through your nose!” Er, I was baffled. I wanted to laugh! What a stupid piece of advice! But when I saw Everest struggling through the first round, I realised how practical his advice was. Breathe through your nose, to avoid choking! Imagine having to swallow and breathe with your mouth at the same time! I looked gratefully across at Quan Yang when a couple of contestants bowed out as they struggled to breathe and swallow at the same time.

One almost choked on his food! It was nerve-racking watching these people! Everest made it through the first two rounds by drinking lots of water. I wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do. I didn’t allow him water when we were training. Water makes you bloated.

There we were, two families cheering him on, shamelessly whooping with joy, beating our chests proudly and hailing our little hero from Singapore! My brother, chomping his way to glory!

Then it happened. Suddenly, Grandma came running up to Dad and me. She clutched at our shirts, fiercely whispering above the din of the cheering crowd. “He’s missing!” Without missing a beat, I knew whom she meant. It was Grandpa. I felt my hair stand on end. I looked around frantically. Didn’t we leave him with her? Where did he go?!

Dad tried to comfort Grandma. He told me to stay with her. I saw him running off, nipping in and out of throngs of people, searching anxiously for Grandpa. I saw Mum close to the stage, fanning Everest as he took a break before his third challenge. Whoopie was really bossy, keeping the media at arm’s length, fiercely waving them away from Everest.

I held on to Grandma, stroking her on the back. I saw her face crossing from concern to anger to pure panic by the time Everest got into the third round. From where we stood, I could see he wasn’t going to make it. I saw his face turn green before he could even stuff another bite into his mouth. Then right before scores of TV crew and flashing camera bulbs going off in front of him, he turned and coughed up A MERLION’S SHARE OF VOMIT on...guess who? MY SISTER.

The scream that came out from her mouth was loud enough to wake the dead. She howled so LOUDLY, screaming and cursing at Everest! Man...I was glad that I was far away from the stage! Mum grabbed Everest as he broke down and cried. He BAWLED his heart out in shock! Poor Mum, stuck with two crying and screaming kids, the media having a field day snapping their cameras at her.

I wanted to jump in and pull them away from the pack of wolves, but Grandma held on tightly to my arm. I couldn’t tear away. Least when I expected it, someone stepped in. Quan Yang jumped into the stage arena, and right before our eyes, he started doing stunts with the Choco Pies. He picked some up and tossed them in the air, juggling all of them simultaneously. As he picked up momentum, the media’s attention was diverted. More Choco Pies were thrown his way. The last I counted, he was juggling nine Choco Pies.

Mum took the chance to pull Whoopie and Everest away from the stage. Phew...ESCAPE! I signalled Mum to join us. She looked like she was going to bite my head off for staying away, until I shouted, “Grandpa’s missing!” Those were like magic words to turn off the tap. Everest stopped crying, and Whoopie clammed up, too. I felt a lump in my throat as I thought back on all the horrible things I’d said about Grandpa. I did not wish for him to get LOST! Mum was really frightened. I saw her face had turned white as a sheet. Without a word, she took out some wet wipes and started cleaning Everest up. Whoopie helped herself to some wet wipes and cleaned the vomit off herself. And all the make-up on her face, too. Underneath all that goo, she looked so lost and vulnerable. Without thinking, I grabbed her for a hug, and she cried as she asked, “Is he going to be OK?” I just nodded. I wasn’t sure.

Mum called Dad on her handphone. From her grim face, I knew he hadn’t found Grandpa. Then it was Grandma’s turn to hyperventilate. She started sobbing, wailing and blaming herself for not keeping a closer eye on him. Her cries caught the attention of Quan Yang’s parents. They came over to comfort her as I stood to one side, feeling completely useless. What a horrible holiday this was turning out to be! We had been so caught up with ourselves! Mum and Grandma chasing stars. Whoopie and her fixation with growing her eyelashes. Dad and his obsession with work. Everest and the stupid eating contest. As for me? I’m the worst! Vying with Quan Yang over something so trivial as winning a popularity award. In the glare of Grandpa’s disappearance, I think all of us felt horribly, horribly GUILTY!

I looked around Lotte World. There must be thousands and thousands of people! Grandpa had no handphone or money on him, where could he have gone?!



 

FIRED!

It doesn’t rain, but it pours: an idiom we learn in school. We were in the Lotte World Security Office when Dad got a message from his boss. He was really upset when he read it. Without a word, he shoved the iPad right under my nose and gave me a fierce glare. I was wondering what I’d done to make him so angry, till I read the message.
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From Dad’s boss! Oh man...I wanted to crawl into a hole and bury myself in it! See him when he’s back in Singapore? Does that mean Dad will be FIRED?! OMG! What have I done?! I only wanted to tell the boss to leave Dad ALONE! I went into Dad’s email account and checked his “Sent” folder. I saw something else. My half-written email to the Clash of Clans game publisher. “Help! Game doesn’t load...” Somehow, all the messages must have got sent out. Probably on the same day I had dropped Dad’s iPad and caused him to rush out to the Frisbee shop to have it fixed. The Frisbee tech guy must have unwittingly sent out all the emails in Dad’s “Drafts” folder. It’s all my fault! I caused this ABSOLUTE MESS!

I whispered “Sorry” to Dad. He turned his back on me and refused to say anything. Somehow I wasn’t surprised when Quan Yang’s dad took charge. In fluent Korean, he explained to the security officers that we had got separated from an elderly family member. The officer asked for a photo. None of us had anything on our handphones. I felt so ashamed. All I did was to complain about taking care of Grandpa. None of us bothered to take a photo with him on this trip. NO ONE! Oh man...how incredibly selfish we had all been.

It was Quan Yang who saved us again. He had one. It was the photo he had put up on his Instagram.
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Hearing the chuckle from the security officers lifted our mood a little. It was a charming photo. I was a green-eyed monster for being jealous of Quan Yang’s numerous Instagram likes. Thank goodness we had a photo to show the security officers.

Within the next 15 minutes, we saw how helpful the Koreans were. Notices were read out over the public address system in Korean, English and Mandarin about a missing elderly gentleman.

“Would Mr Yeo Tam Hock from Singapore please step forward and identify yourself? Your family is looking for you.”

The photo of Grandpa was put out through video projection. From mega screens throughout Lotte World, we saw Grandpa’s crooked grin beaming back at us. I felt raw on the inside. I didn’t trust myself not to cry in front of strangers, so I stepped out to get a breath of fresh air. Away from Grandma and Mum, I could think better. I was the only one to have noticed Grandpa’s odd behaviour the last few days...where could he have gone?

Leaning against the railing on the fourth floor outside the Security Office, I looked around and saw a discreet sign pointing towards an obscure corner of the building. The sign read, “Lotte World Folk Museum”. Something clicked in my head. I thought back to the only point on our trip where Grandpa was truly happy and at peace: during the hanok stay. Something about the place reminded him of his childhood kampung days, he’d said. I had a feeling I should check out the place. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going, as I didn’t want to raise false hope.
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THE LOTTE WORLD FOLK MUSEUM

The first exhibits that greeted me as I wandered into the Folk Museum were scenes from prehistoric times. Huge glass enclosures depicted everyday life for cave dwellers. Yup. Think of The Flintstones and The Croods, but make them Asian.

I walked through the History Exhibition Hall quickly. It was deserted. I could feel goose bumps on my arms as I looked at some of the exhibits. They were true to life! The human size, their facial features and their eyes, oh man! I couldn’t wait to get out of the place. I wasn’t hopeful of finding Grandpa in the Museum.

But I forced myself to plow through. It was in the last exhibition hall that I thought I heard something familiar. It was a man’s gentle voice, seemingly counting, something. Was it Grandpa?

I couldn’t see clearly as the entire hall was dimly lit. There were enclosures after enclosures of little figurines set in miniature re-creations of palaces and villages. Afraid that I would miss the man who sounded like Grandpa, I dashed ahead to where the voice was coming from.

When I saw him, I was disappointed. It was only an elderly Korean gentleman. He was hunched over one of the exhibits, counting the figurines in the showcase. I saw a girl, whom I presumed to be his granddaughter, beside him. She smiled at me. Then she asked, “Are you looking for someone?” She spoke with a strong American accent. “My Grandpa,” I whispered. She nodded in understanding.

“This is my Grandpa. I have to wait for him. He wants to count all these figurines,” she said, smiling.

“How many are there?” I asked, looking around incredulously. There must be THOUSANDS of figurines!

“About 2,000,” she said and grinned.

Wow. That must take hours, I thought to myself. I knew I wouldn’t have the patience to sit beside Grandpa if he wanted to do that. I took a closer peek at the exhibits. They were clay models used to depict village life. I could make out some of the activities that were portrayed: rice planting, cloth weaving, harvesting of crops, making of kimchi and ceremonial events that marked rites of passage from birth to death. It was fascinating.

Looking at the elderly man as he patiently recorded his observations in a handheld notebook, I just had to ask the girl, “How do you keep up with him? Isn’t it tiresome?”

“He used to look after me when I was young. Couldn’t have been easy for him! I was really naughty!” she replied.

I regretted asking the question. I felt awful when I finally said, “Same here. My Grandpa used to look after me when I was young. Couldn’t have been easy for him, either.”

I wanted to find Grandpa so badly! To say sorry for being so mean to him the last few days. The girl seemed to realise I was having a difficult moment.

She suggested, “If you’re trying to find him, maybe he’d be looking for something that reminds him of home.”

“Something familiar that he recognises,” she added helpfully.

I thanked her and left. I hurried back to the Security Office. No one had noticed that I had slipped out. It was Quan Yang’s dad who suggested that we try retracing our steps. What did he mean? Grandpa couldn’t have slipped out of Lotte World; he wouldn’t have been able to find the exit! Not in this crowd of people! I recalled what the girl had said. I told everyone, “He may be looking for something familiar that reminds him of home!”
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Quan Yang seemed to understand what I was saying. He said in Mandarin, “They are playing oldies’ music at the stage on level one. He likes music, doesn’t he?”

I said quickly, “If it’s something that Grandpa has heard, maybe he’d be drawn to the stage.” So I offered to go with Dad and Quan Yang’s father to look for Grandpa. Suddenly, everyone wanted to come along, even Quan Yang. I looked at him gratefully. Of course we could do with his help! I felt rotten for farting at him in the Teddy Bear Museum. It looked like I was being made to pay for all the terrible things I’d done since I got to Seoul. If anything were to happen to Grandpa, I’d never forgive myself.
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AMERICAN MUSIC IN SEOUL

We left the Security Office to make our way to the stage arena. Gone were the crowds that came to support the Jjang Choco Pie Eating Contest. We saw a picture of the winner who was crowned the Jjang Choco Pie Champion. He was really skinny and looked to be about 15 years old. It was his pimples that gave an indication of his age. And his hand sign, which said something cocky: “I rock, oh yeah!” Right. I stole a glance at Mum and Everest. They didn’t seem interested to see who’d won the contest. Why would they; we had more important things to worry about.

I saw the stage decorated with a huge backdrop, with words that read, “The Music of Elvis”. I knew about Elvis. I’d heard his songs in Grandpa’s flat. Listening to the band tuning their instruments, I could vaguely make out the riff from “All Shook Up”. How apt. That described exactly how we were feeling.

The music spoke to us. We stopped to listen when one of the band members broke into a soulful rendition of “Love Me Tender”. I remembered Elvis was Grandpa’s favourite singer. One afternoon after Mum had brought me home from kindergarten, I saw Grandpa crooning an Elvis song on the karaoke set. He was in a playful mood that afternoon. He had tried to serenade Grandma when he thought I wasn’t looking. But I saw them. I was supposed to be taking a nap, but I’d snuck up to peep at them in the kitchen. I must have been what, five or six years old then? I thought they were both being silly. But it was funny to see Grandma trying to beat off Grandpa with her soup ladle. She was cooking in the kitchen, grumbling that he was mad. But I could tell she was flattered with Grandpa’s devotion, smiling coyly. It was so sweet to see them together. Grandpa was such a charmer. How I missed him! It had been depressing to see him so moody and temperamental the last few days.

Waiting for the show to start, Quan Yang’s father made a casual remark that South Korea after the 1950-53 Korean War had received a huge amount of American aid to rebuild their country. Elvis, as the most popular American singer back then, was a huge star that Koreans welcomed. I didn’t think anyone would deny the influence of American music on present-day South Korean boy bands. They seem to be modelled after American boy bands in the 80s and 90s, like Boyz II Men, Backstreet Boys, N*Sync, and New Kids on the Block. Elvis, or any of these bands, has certainly had an impact on the appeal of K-pop music in South Korea.

We hung around for close to an hour. The Security Office had Dad’s handphone number; they promised to call if they had news of Grandpa. We were glad to know that they had sent out a group of people to look for Grandpa. They assured us that all the entrance and exit points in Lotte World had been informed to look out for Grandpa. What else could we do? We could only wait.
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LOVE ME TENDER

We knew the show was starting when people gathered to take their seats in front of the stage. The host introduced a line-up of singers. We couldn’t understand a word of what was said. But we recognised the opening riffs of a couple of Elvis songs that were played as teasers.

Then one of the male Korean singers with his hair all slicked back like Elvis yelled, “Get moving, get shakin’ and get dancin’!” as the show kicked off. Opening with “Jailhouse Rock”, he quickly moved into the smash hit “Blue Suede Shoes”, twisting and gyrating with impressive moves. The third song, “Hound Dog” almost brought the whole crowd to their feet.

Er, did I mention that everything was sung in Korean? But man...it was awesome! I couldn’t believe how the singer sounded so much like Elvis...oldies’ groove combined with modern Korean funk!

The next Elvis impersonator tried Michael Jackson-inspired dance moves, right down to the pelvic thrusts and fancy footwork, choreographed to “All Shook Up”. There were lighter moments when two singers sang “Don’t be Cruel” and “Return to Sender” next. When the performance slowed down to the ballads, we got worried. We had been keeping an eye on the audience, but Grandpa didn’t show up.

When the band played “Love Me Tender”, Quan Yang suddenly had an idea. He turned to Grandma, gently guiding her towards the stage. Then right there and then, he suddenly pulled her up the stage! She protested. But when the singer gamely stuck a microphone in front of her, I think she understood what she had to do. She grabbed the mike, and in a heartbreakingly tender voice, she sang haltingly in broken English, “Love me t-taaander, love me s-sssweet, n-naaaaver let me go...” But she got her lyrics confused, and she sang, “Love me, love me, er...love me, c--cccome home...” Unfortunately, the audience didn’t appreciate her attempt. They started booing! It was AWFUL! I wanted to go grab her to save her! Quan Yang shouldn’t have done this to her! It was humiliating!

Then it happened. Somewhere in the centre of the audience, a man started pushing his way through the crowd. I almost shouted when I saw him! IT WAS GRANDPA!

He made his way towards the stage despite jeers from the crowd for Grandma to stop singing. Grandpa gallantly took over the mike from a stunned Grandma. From where I stood, I could see tears streaming down her face.

She must be relieved that he’d shown up. The Grandpa I remembered from the past lit up on stage. He was composed as he lapsed into a deep, soulful tone, as he sang with feeling, making up his words as he went along... “Love me tender, love me now...Keep me close to heart, it’s where I belong and we’ll never part...”

The crowd went silent. The raw emotions displayed on stage weren’t lost on them. When Grandpa was done, no one moved. The ice broke. Grandpa took a deep bow and declared humbly, “I hope you liked that”. The audience broke into spontaneous applause and cheered. I saw many women smiling warmly at Grandpa and Grandma. But for one family, the feeling ran deeper than that. We found Grandpa. We cried. We all did.
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LAST NIGHT IN SEOUL

Everyone was quiet as we took the train back to our hotel. Looking at how Mum and Grandma held on tightly to Grandpa, I felt sorry to realise we had to lose Grandpa before we came to our senses about what the trip was supposed to be: a family holiday, together. Whoopie was surprisingly tender towards Grandpa, patting him reassuringly when he seemed agitated by the crowd on the train. I could tell he was pleased with the women in the family fussing over him. I smiled when he looked touched when Whoopie took his hand to help him out of the train when we got back to Myeong-dong.

I told myself to mind Everest, so that Mum would not be distracted. Dad was still angry with me, so he didn’t speak to me the entire night.

When we got to our hotel, Mum said we had to pack, as we would be leaving the next day. Our last night in Seoul, and our energy is all spent. I’m looking forward to heading home to Singapore.



 

DAY EIGHT: MY LAST HURRAH!

Next morning, after breakfast, Mum disappeared to repack all our luggage. Whoopie and I volunteered to help her while Dad and Grandma kept an eye on Grandpa and Everest. While sifting through Mum’s cosmetic purchases, I found a stash of Korean masks. When Mum wasn’t looking, I took one out and nudged Whoopie with it. Quick as lightning, she hid it under her shirt, grinning wickedly at me. I also saw her taking a pack of fake eyelashes from Mum’s bag. What was appalling was to see that the design of the eyelashes had flowers on its ends. Like what in the world...? Then I had a brainwave. I told Whoopie my plan. She was really enthusiastic about it. She said she’d need 30 minutes. She handed me the Korean mask pack she’d taken. She said, “Get Grandpa plastered first.” I grinned and said, “OK, boss!”

I took the pack from her, studied the instructions on the back and went to grab Grandpa.

I also managed to sneak a bowl from the breakfast buffet table from the hotel banquet room. When Grandpa was in my room, I shook out the mud powder into the bowl, then added 16 ounces of water using Everest’s water tumbler as a measuring cup. Thank goodness he had this nifty bottle with measuring marks! I made Grandpa lie down on the bed, and proceeded to slap mud paste on his face. At first, he shrieked and protested loudly, but I promised him I’d give him a carton of orange juice for reward after the “facial service”. It was so gooey and messy! At one point, Grandpa forgot he had a mask on, rolled to his side and got his face stuck onto the pillow. I had a good time laughing! It was hilarious! Grandpa loved the attention; he lapped it up while struggling to walk around the room, with a pillow stuck on his face. He even tried doing the “Gangnam Style” like Psy.

Then Whoopie reappeared to join us with Everest in tow, with a mop on his head! How clever! And seeing how long her eyelashes were, we laughed so hard till our sides hurt! So there we were, Grandpa with a mud mask on his face, pillow glued to the cheek; Whoopie with her eyelashes longer than the Lhasa Apso; and Everest looking like the Lhasa Apso!
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A SOUL SEARCHING TRIP

At the airport, I felt sad that we’d be leaving Seoul. It felt like we had been away for a really long time, although it was only seven days. When queuing to drop off our luggage at the check-in counter, I snuck a peek at Dad. Before I could chicken out, I grabbed his arm and quickly blurted out, “Dad. I’m really sorry you are going to lose your job!”

I thought he was going to bite my head off, but instead, he burst out laughing. “Good to know you were worried about that,” he quipped. Like, huh? What did he mean? Before he could explain, the check-in counter officer interrupted him. I had to help him carry and move our luggage onto the conveyor belts. I couldn’t imagine what we had packed inside! It was only a seven-day trip! Mum must have bought a tonne of cosmetics and stashed them in the luggage!

I heard the airline staff asked Dad, “Good holiday, Sir?”

Dad replied, “The best! My son told my boss to leave me alone on this trip. I didn’t have the guts, but he did.”

My ears burned. Really? I looked at Dad, and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw him winking at me. So he wasn’t mad at me any more. Phew! So he wasn’t going to lose his job after all, that’s FANTASTIC!

Somehow I wasn’t surprised when I saw Quan Yang and his parents appear at the airport. Dad and Quan Yang’s father hugged, before bumping fists and slapping high fives with each other. Then Quan Yang’s dad took out a plastic bag and handed it to me. I peeped inside, there were four oranges skinned to look like “soccer balls”. The Oranginal Kick Off giveaways.

It was bizarre, but cute. I said thank you. I didn’t voice my thoughts out loud but I was secretly glad that Grandpa would get to munch on oranges on the flight back. Four would last six hours easily, hah!

Mum and Quan Yang’s mother agreed to keep in touch, while Grandma promised she would give their family a call if she decided to visit Taipei, which I hope, wouldn’t include ME!

Before we split up at the Immigration queue, Quan Yang offered his hand for a handshake. With everyone else looking on, it was awkward to reject it, so I shook it. Then he surprised me when he whispered just for me to hear, “Congrats” in Mandarin. “For what?” I asked. He didn’t reply. He just winked and walked away.

In the queue, I whipped out my iPhone to check my latest Instagram post. Thank goodness the airport had free Wi-Fi! AND BOY WAS I OVER THE MOON! I HAD OVER 500 LIKES! For the post we put up: Stuck for life! AWESOMENESS!

And what’s even better, I got a comment from the organiser of the IPPY award, just one sentence, “Congrats, we’ve got a winner!” almost got me jumping, whooping for joy! Until I clicked on a hyperlink I received and saw something baffling.
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Huh? Why do I have to pay for anything? I was alarmed. Didn’t I just win an award? Then it hit me.

It was a SCAM! As clear as the light of day, that was all it was! Quan Yang must have been on to it; that explained why he had that smug look on his face when he congratulated me. I sighed sadly. But I consoled myself. It was good to know I had over 500 likes for the picture.

Thinking back, it wasn’t lost on me how happy I’d felt when we had taken the photo. Grandpa with the pillow stuck to his face, Whoopie with her fake eyelashes and Everest with his false mop of hair. I cheered up. When I turned back to look for Quan Yang and his parents to see if they had cleared Immigration, I caught a glimpse of him, arms over his parents’ shoulders, smiling at them. Then it hit me. We may act cool on the outside, looking for excuses to post anything on Instagram to vie for a popularity award, but really, deep down inside, we are just seeking approval.

It was probably the same for Grandpa, acting up the way he did on this trip, craving attention from his family. While I shuddered to think that we almost lost Grandpa on this holiday, I was glad the crisis woke us up, and taught us something. We had come on this trip as a family, and we had stuck together as one. And I couldn’t be prouder that we survived this trip.
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THE GREAT
“SEOUL SEARCHING” PROJECT

The story for this book arose out of my husband’s suggestion to visit South Korea for a holiday with my three children. We’d wanted to see for ourselves how dynamic and exciting Seoul has become. What attracted me to this city of close to ten million people wasn’t about chasing K-pop celebrities or indulging in shopping for cosmetics and eyeglasses; rather, it was to witness how like Singapore, against all odds after a war fighting insurmountable challenges, Seoul has transformed itself dramatically in the last few decades. A self-made city with a resilience and edge that could rival the top cities in the world like New York and London. In a borrowed phrase from a famous writer, “A city seen for the first time offers its first wild promise of all the mystery and beauty in the world.” Seoul did not disappoint.

It was thrilling to experience shopping, eating and theatre performances in a metropolitan city; Singapore is no different, one could argue, but we are a young nation compared with how old the Korean heritage is. To be able to witness how the Koreans have ingeniously held on to their culture while evolving with the times...it’s a real eye-opener. We see women wearing the hanbok standing just as proud as their sisters bearing K-pop supremacy, a language spoken with fierce pride and of course, kimchi as a “national dish” at almost every meal. If I have to choose my favourite moment on this trip, it’s at Samcheong-dong and Insa-dong, where ancient hanoks and modern cafés stand unobtrusively side by side, allowing me to appreciate how the past can blend seamlessly with the present.

It was wonderful that my children got to experience Seoul as a family holiday. It is a city whose people respect their elderly, who care and celebrate with abandon as deeply as they grieve when they are hurt. It has been a privilege to be able to write this book about Seoul.
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From Adeline, the Author


FAST FACTS ABOUT KOREA

IN THE BEGINNING WAS...

THE JOSEON DYNASTY

Founded by an ancient leader called Dangun more than 4,000 years ago!

Koreans celebrate Dangun Day on 3 October.
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MODERN-DAY KOREA

NORTH VS. SOUTH

The Korea Peninsula was split into South and North Korea after World War II in 1945. In 1950, North Korea invaded South Korea which started the Korean War. The war ended in 1953 but the two countries are still divided.

KIMCHI WRITTEN IN THE KOREAN ALPHABET

KIMCHI ([image: Illustration])

THE KOREAN ALPHABET

• Called Hangeul, it has 24 symbols

• Invented in 1446 to help Koreans read

• Educated people back then wrote Chinese, which has about 6,000 characters. Today, about 1,800 Chinese characters are still in use in Korea, but everyone reads and writes using Hangeul

USEFUL PHRASES IN KOREAN




	Excuse me
(to ask for something)

	Shil-le-ji-man




	Hello/goodbye

	Annyeong haseyo
(Pronounce it as Ahn-nyoung ha-say-yo)




	Thank you

	Gamsa hamnida
(Pronounce it as Gahm-sa hahm-nida)







LOWDOWN ON THE DMZ THAT DIVIDES NORTH AND SOUTH KOREA!

• Width of border: 4km!

• Buffer zone created as part of the Korea Armistice Agreement in 1953

• Most heavily guarded border in the world with one million soldiers on active duty

• Battle of the Flagpoles: In the 80s, South Korea erected a 98.4m tall flagpole across the border in Daeseong-dong. North Korea retaliated by building a flagpole in Kijong-dong at 160m tall!

• Only South Korean soldiers taller than 1.7m are picked to patrol the DMZ. Er...I also shouldn’t forget to mention that they MUST also possess a BLACK BELT in martial arts. So if you are short and don’t practise taekwondo, sorry, please do something else. Like try learning the “Gangnam Style”, who knows, you could become as famous as Psy!


ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Adeline Foo is a Singaporean scriptwriter and children’s book author.

A graduate of New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts, Asia, she started writing picture books in 2006. To-date, she has written 27 books, 13 of which are picture books. Her bestselling work is The Diary of Amos Lee which was published in 2009. The Diary of Amos Lee: I Sit, I Write, I Flush! won the inaugural Red Dot award for “Best Junior Fiction” presented by the International School Libraries Network (Singapore) in 2009. The Diary of Amos Lee: I’m Twelve, I’m Tough, I Tweet!, Lost in Taipei! and Seoul Searching! have won the Popular Readers’ Choice Awards in 2011, 2014 and 2015.

The Diary of Amos Lee series has been sold to India, China, Indonesia, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Turkey. The book has also been adapted into a television show in 2012. As of 2015, the series has sold more than 220,000 copies in Singapore and abroad.


ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR
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Stephanie Wong is a graphic designer and illustrator. She is the illustrator of the best-selling children’s series, The Diary of Amos Lee and The Travel Diary of Amos Lee. She has also illustrated a picture book titled, The Little Nightingale Who Can’t Sing.

Beside books, Stephanie illustrates for magazines and collaterals, and has participated at numerous exhibitions and workshops in the ASEAN region. Her recent projects include conducting doodle wall sessions for children at the Bookaroo Festival in Kuching, Malaysia, exhibiting and holding workshops at Penang’s George Town Festival and at the Singapore Writers’ Festival.

For other adorkable projects, check out her website www.steffatwork.com.

Steff would like to thank the following for their awesome Korea photos: Jacqueline Chan, Jess Goh and Eirma Webster.


THE AMOS LEE SERIES
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THE WHOOPIE LEE SERIES
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THE TRAVEL DIARY OF AMOS LEE SERIES
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