
A Slice of Life
with a Twist of Lemon

Mun Thye Mak

November 25, 2009



2



Contents

1 A Port Hole 5

2 Performance? 11

3 Talk to a Teacher 23

4 Heading Home 31

5 Nethack 37

6 Kah Hao’s [Dream] World 49

7 Next Day 59

8 Closer 75

9 Saturday 85

10 Past and Now 95

11 November 109

12 Confrontation 123

13 Immediate Aftermath 131

14 Monday 141

15 December 147

3



4 CONTENTS



Chapter 1

A Port Hole

“Hey Heng Kar, come and have a look at this.”
“What is it SiewWah? Can’t you see that I’m trying to write an implementation

of quick sort using the median-of-three variant?”
“No, you have got to come and see this—I insist.”
“Damnit Siew, you keep making this hard for me. . . gimme a second and I’ll

come over. . . ” I muttered in mild annoyance.
“No, get over here now! Or I’ll just yank the plug of your machine.”
That was the last straw. Usually when Siew Wah resorted to that threat, he

would not hesitate to enact upon it. And honestly, I was getting tired of running
the disk checker each time the power was yanked from the machine that way.
Something about the computer not liking having its power cut when it was in the
middle of doing something, important or not.

I got up from the roller chair in the computer laboratory and ambled casu-
ally towards Siew Wah. Siew Wah was one of the computer club’s elite computer
hackers—his computer wizardry skills know no bounds. His mastery of computer
programming pretty much put him ahead as one of the foremost contenders for
the annual inter-school programming competitions, and his feats in dealing with
computers were so legendary that even our competitors from the other schools
tremble in fear upon hearing his name. The teachers in the school were fairly re-
spectful towards him, for they were always worried that he might get disgruntled
one day and break into their computers and cause untold amounts of wanton
havoc. But I have known Siew Wah for quite a while, and honestly, he is not that
kind of person no matter what they might want to say. Sure, he sounds a little
hyper-enthusiastic sometimes, but it is just his passion rubbing off into the work
that he is doing that makes him sound so zealous with what he is doing.

5



6 CHAPTER 1. A PORT HOLE

Nevertheless, his presence in the computer laboratory is one of those daily
occurrences that cannot be easily dismissed, and most people leave him well
alone, including me, since it is really hard to talk to him when he is in the middle
of a new-fangled thing that he has discovered. Not to mention that most people
who use the computer laboratories themselves need time on the computers to
get their own things done, which ends up reducing the level of social interaction.

“Eh, hurry up Heng. . . you are slower than usual. Do you really want me to go
over there and get you?”

“I’m already here Siew. What’s this thing that you are absolutely dying to get
me to have a look at?” I asked somewhat inquisitively. I was careful to hide
most of my curiosity—with Siew Wah, one can never show one’s zeal in the thing
that he is doing, lest he goes off on his solo-fugue that will more often than not,
leave you stranding there, lost between the words of jargon that he has spewed
all over the place at you on the topic that he had at hand. Did I mention that by
the time he is done with his exposition, you would have lost all interest in the
topic and probably sworn off whatever it was you were interested in for quite a
while, but I suppose I digress.

“Check this out!” Siew Wah said as his fingers flew over his keyboard with
great speed, tapping away at the various keys in quick succession like as though
he was playing a complicated Bach piece for two keyboard players, yet with the
piece being played by a single musician. He didn’t even turn around to acknowl-
edge my presence, other than just that friendly-sounding response.

I craned my neck a little and glanced at this computer screen. Trying to
read things off Siew Wah’s computer screen always felt like one was trying to
read some alien language over an unfamiliar interface—it was always having a
black background, and at the same time, having this strange green glow of really
tiny symbols that he claims were text, the very same text that we see when we
are typing up that document in a word processor. Anyway, I stared somewhat
intently at his screen, and found that he has typed a long chain of commands at
the command prompt—it was this huge long line of incomprehensible gibberish
that sounded like an incantation that an arcane magician would use to summon
one of those unmentionable creatures from beyond the mortal realm. By this
time, Siew Wah had already stopped typing and was actually cackling with glee.

“Okay, humour me,” I began, “what is it you have done this time?”
“Remember that new web portal that the school opened sometime last week,

the one where we could access most of our course schedules and other informa-
tion, including the class materials and the discussion forums?”

“Yeah, I know about that. It was made by an alumnus to help with the com-
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puterisation of the various services that are being used in the school. In fact, it
is old news. . . so why are we talking about this?” I was getting a bit bored; being
roused from the comfortable sitting position I had adopted for my programming
just to hear something that I already knew was one thing that I did not count on
Siew Wah to doing.

“Well, turns out the server that they are hosting this on is the same server
where all the shared and private files and folders are located. You know, the small
amount of network space that we get each time we logged in to the network from
any of the computers in school.”

“Okay, that’s because we don’t have a lot of servers. This does not explain
anything Siew. If there’s nothing new that you want to say, I’d really like to get
back to writing that median-of-three variant of quick sort,” I said as I turned
around to go.

Grabbing me by the wrist, Siew Wah spun me to face him and said, “don’t go
yet! Lemme show you this!”

He hit the “enter” key on the keyboard. Almost immediately, the long and
cryptic incantation was finally being fed into the computer and it was doing its
thing. The screen blanked out for a while and I was not too impressed.

“So you turned off the screen. What’s the big deal with that?”
“Patience, Heng, patience. Soon you will see what I managed to do.”
“Whatever it is, you had better not broken into the system. . . that is highly

illegal and can get you expelled. Hell, if they knew that I knew about what you
did, they might also expel me for the heck of it.”

“Nah, it’s not that bad. I didn’t break into the server, well, I mean, technically
I didn’t break into the server. . . ”

“What? What did you say. . . ?”
As I said that, the screen suddenly changed. The eerie green glowing tiny

symbols on a black background have morphed into a screen with pretty images
and a mouse pointer, which was currently an hourglass symbol. Still not feeling
impressed, I told Siew Wah so.

“Heh, I knew you would say that. Now watch this.”
Siew Wah moved the mouse next to his keyboard—the mouse pointer moved

on the screen. That was what was supposed to happen so I didn’t see what
was so interesting nor amazing about it. Getting annoyed at having precious
time being wasted on something so mundane, I turned around a second time to
leave.

“Siew, you are wasting my time here. That is supposed to happen on the
computer anyway.”
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“True, but that is only if we are accessing the local computer. Look carefully
again Heng, this is the server that houses all the information infrastructure of
the school!” Siew Wah gesticulated and replied rather softly, since the computer
laboratory still had a few other students in it that we didn’t know, and really, that
relevation was something bordering on the lines of illicit activity, and the last
thing that we both wanted was to have strong and irrationally backed allegations
to be flying in our faces and dooming our exploration of the computer.

“Dude, the hell have you done? I thought you said that you weren’t breaking
into the server. . . ”

“I didn’t break into it. I was probing around the current system’s capabilities
when I found that there is an open port on the TCP/IP stack that basically allowed
remote code to execute on this machine. Naturally I was curious why such a
glaring security hole was left there and traced the tunnel from the port. The next
thing I knew, I found that it had an originating address to the main server,” Siew
Wah explained.

“I’m not buying this,” I began, “you are logged into the network. Of course
there is a port opened to the server! And since you can execute any program that
you have stored in the network space on the server, you can ‘execute’ the program
remotely. So what’s your point?” I was gettingmore andmore exasperated by the
minute. That median-of-three quick sort didn’t seem to want to be completed
by the end of the day that day.

“Well, yeah, d’oh. But what I mean is that I am not logged intomy own account
on the server—it seems that simply by logging into the server, I can just access
any of the files and folders that do not necessarily belong to me. I know for sure
that it has nothing to do with me, because I didn’t do it.”

Seeing that my interest was fast fading, Siew Wah opened up a folder and
continued, “look at this here, Heng. See this folder? That’s not mine; it is Mr
Chew’s folder. He is the head of department for Mathematics, right? Now look,
lemme click on this file. There. See it? It’s the sample exam that was released
last week in printed form.”

“Okay, if you didn’t break in, why were you having all these access permis-
sions? What is it you are trying to say here, Siew Wah?”

“I think someone else has broken into the server. More importantly, I think
that most of the stuff that is on the server is now freely accessible by anyone
because whoever entered the system was sloppy enough to clobber the file per-
missions and remove the control hierarchy that is necessary to maintain the
access of files and folders in the server.”

“That is. . . have you talked to anyone else about this? Like Ms Tan? I’m sure
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they’d be interested to know what you have found out.” Ms Tan was a teacher
who was in charge of the computer club in the school. While she wasn’t very
technically inclined, Ms Tan knew people who were involved in the management
of all that were related to the computers that are present within the school.

“I’ve not done that yet. . . I’d thought I’d snoop around and learn my way
around the server first. It is not that often that one gets full access to a server
that one doesn’t outright own, you know what I mean? Besides, I think that
the damage has already been done—whoever it was to break into the system
and leave such a gaping hole probably has little respect to the technical compe-
tence of the server administrators and technicians, and has probably done much
more damage than just having me snooping around.” Siew Wah, despite his elite
computer hacker style, was one who has little concern over morality and ethics
beyond the point of “if I think it is a good idea it will be a good idea”. Sometimes
it was exasperating trying to talk some sense into him on matters like this.

“Look Siew, get out now and let’s go file that report. I suppose that median-
of-three quick sort will have to wait for another day. Let me go save my work and
shut down the computer and then we can both go look for Ms Tan to talk about
what you have found.”

“Okay Heng, but make it quick, or I’ll make you a median-of-three.”
I groaned at his terrible joke and walked back to the computer that I was

working on. Thankfully, no one has usurped my computer while I was pandering
to what Siew Wah had to show me, and as I was saving my source file to the USB
flash drive I thought to myself, how was it that I could ever end up being friends
with a person like Siew Wah? And more importantly, will I end up like him should
I choose to follow into his footsteps?
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Chapter 2

Performance?

Kah Hao alighted from the public bus and stood next to the traffic light and
pushed the pedestrian crossing indicator button on the pole of the traffic light. A
soft regular beeping sound ensued, telling him that his input was acknowledged
and that the crossing will allocate the right time for him to make his way across.
Slung on his right shoulder was a long black faux leather bag with a strap, and
on it were three vermillion stickers with the words “fragile instrument” written on
it. At the top, where he had placed the two sliders of the zipper, he had hung
two parts of a keychain—they were made of clay and leather and had the words
“best” and “buddy” written on them respectively.

That bag was his instrument bag, for he was a dizi player. The loud and warm
character of the Chinese flute was the main reason for his attraction towards it.

While waiting for the traffic light to give him the cue to cross the road safely,
Kah Hao shifted his weight to one foot, and was deep in thought. There was
a major performance coming up, and he was still somewhat apprehensive on
whether he was able to keep up with the expectations of everyone and deliver an
impeccable rendition of the pieces. That fleeting thought was quickly brushed
away as the soft regular beeping of the traffic lights turned into the incessant
beeping, as though the traffic light was telling him to hurry across the road. Back
from his ruminations, Kah Hao instinctively looked both sides of the road and
walked briskly on the crossing, even though the traffic lights were red for all traffic
that were running perpendicular to his direction of crossing. His instincts were
honed after he read the news article about a person who was knocked down by a
reversing car along the road because that person was looking in the anticipated
direction from which the traffic would flow from, never realising that the driver
was attempting what was essentially an illegal manoeuvre of his motor vehicle.
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The beeping reached a crescendo and then it changed in its nature. It fell
into yet another regular beat, but this time, it was more hurried sounding than the
one that indicated that the system had acknowledged the intent of a pedestrian
who wanted to cross the road. By this time, Kah Hao had already crossed more
than three-quarters of the way and by the time the beeping stopped to reveal
the red man, he had already reached the other side.

‘Heh,’ Kah Hao thought, ‘this is the part that always annoys me. I really don’t
like having to cross the roads at all. At least this time, it wasn’t raining. . . that
would have been even more annoying.’

There was still some way to go before Kah Hao would arrive at the rehearsal
room at the community club, of which he was a member of the Chinese Orchestra
there. The road to the community club was roughly a hundred metres more in
length, but there was little shade to be found. And to walk there when the sun
was still up was something that could easily make one break out into a sweat.
And Kah Hao was one who never really liked perspiring—he found it to be too
much of a discomfort and bore to really be comfortable with it.

Kah Hao walked onwards with his instrument bag still slung over his right
shoulder. Feeling that it had slipped a little since the hurried crossing of the
road, he adjusted himself and walked on, with the two keychains making soft
clinking sounds as they struck each other on every step that he took. Lost in
his thoughts, most of Kah Hao’s actions to get to the rehearsal room were from
habit—once someone asked him how to get there and he was utterly stunned
for a good five seconds before he could recall and explain to the person how
to actually arrive at the location. So it would be of little surprise that he didn’t
notice her as he brushed past her.

“Hey, Kah Hao! Yoo-hoo!”
“Huh? Oh! Hey, it’s you!” Kah Hao smiled as he stopped and replied to the

familiar face.
“D’oh. . . of course it is me! As usual, you look like you are lost in your little

world all over again. . . shall we walk to the rehearsal room together?” She asked
somewhat coyly.

“Of course!” Kah Hao smiled again. How could he resist?
She was Tiffany—he never knew her surname, all she told him the first time

she came to the orchestra with her aunt was that she was Tiffany. She was a
yangqin player—a musician who was skilled in the art of playing the instrument
that is known as the Chinese version of the piano. Kah Hao always enjoyed
being with Tiffany, for the dizi and the yangqin were like lovers—many solo pieces
for the dizi were written with the yangqin as an accompanying instrument, and
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the magic that the sounds from both the instruments produce was something
to behold. It helped that he and Tiffany had a strong rapport with each other,
and that they have played many duets in the past at the many performances
that the orchestra was engaged in. Apart from her yangqin skills (which were
nothing short of astounding), Tiffany was also a beautiful girl, with large and
pretty eyes framed by long eyelashes, a soft small nose and a most cute pair of
lips sandwiched by two dimples. Her straight long hair and curvaceous figure
sweetened the deal further and made her into the beauty that at times, still set
Kah Hao’s heart ablaze despite them being friends for quite a while now. She
was also fairly chic in dressing; for instance, she was wearing a nice black dress
whose hemline rested just an inch shy of her knees, and with the top in a straight
cut that was simple and yet elegant.

“So, have you prepared for that part yet?” Kah Hao asked as the both of them
continued walking to the rehearsal room at a fairly slow pace.

“Well. . . I’ve been busy, but I think that I should have gotten the accompa-
nying part down pat. There are some parts that I’m not too sure, but I think we
will manage.”

“Sounds good! Maybe we can discuss with Mr Ang and put it into the pro-
gramme list for the performance?”

“I’m not sure about that though; do we have enough items for the show yet?
I don’t think it is good to add more stuff to the programme if we already have a
ton that we need to deal with. . . ”

“Hmm. . . I suppose we can ask Mr Ang to see what gives.”
“I suppose so. . . ” Tiffany sighed a little.
At this point, Kah Hao and Tiffany reached the stairs that joined a track which

lead up to the front yard of the community club. Climbing up the stairs, they
continued their banter till they arrive at the community club, where another flight
of stairs awaited them to take them up to the third floor, where the music room
was located.

Kah Hao opened up the door and held it for Tiffany.
“Hahahahaha. . . thanks once again! You know, I can open the door myself.”

Tiffany said jovially as she quick-stepped into the room.
“I can’t help it—it’s instinctual. Oh, hey, hi Mr Ang!”
“Kah Hao! Go sign in and then come see me. . . we need to talk about the

performance that is coming up in three months.” Mr Ang said as he was trying
to move some of the percussion instruments aside. Kah Hao acknowledged the
request.

“Guess I’ll go prepare and then talk to you later?”
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“Most definitely! Hurry and don’t make Mr Ang wait for you. . . ” Tiffany replied
as she quickly signed in and proceeded to set up her yangqin for the evening.

The music room never ceased to amaze Kah Hao. It was composed of two
standard-sized rooms with the centre wall being collapsible. There were tall cab-
inets on the far end of the room which housed the bulkier musical instruments
and the row of lower cabinets alongside the wall separating the corridor were
filled with other odds and ends that were needed to run the Chinese Orchestra.
Everything appeared so neat and tidy, and Kah Hao always found joy when he
saw the other people who were there and doing their self-practices before the
rehearsal of the main orchestra body. It was all a part of the magic that Kah
Hao knew he could feel—the synergy of thirty people playing the different instru-
ments and creating melodious harmonies was something that he was sure many
people could feel in their bones, musician or not. Six years ago, it was a little
different because of the rather dark colours that were used to paint the room,
but ever since the renovation and redecoration, the room felt more vibrant and
inviting, and Kah Hao was certain that it had a positive effect towards the great
improvements of skill of the members of the Chinese Orchestra.

Kah Hao signed in at the log book and put down his instrument bag at the
counter made by one of those lower cabinets and walked to Mr Ang. Mr Ang
was a commanding figure whose height easily reached 1.8m, and he had a thick
bushy moustache on his face. He was the conductor and de facto leader of the
Chinese Orchestra, the one who presented the most public face for the Orchestra
to the rest of the community club. Because of his imposing figure though, he has
a tendency to scare a lot of the new members of the orchestra, particularly those
who were still less than thirteen years old; it is for that reason that sometimes
Kah Hao and the rest would playfully beg Mr Ang to not show up the day they
were doing an open house programme to invite the public to have a look at
what they were doing so as to allow more interested parties to appear in the
orchestra and get “entrapped” in it before his face made them think twice. But
looks can be deceiving, and Mr Ang was no exception. Formidable as he looked,
he was actually quite soft-spoken and caring, with a tinge of mischievousness
that manifested itself as a strange twinkle in his deep brown eyes. Having been
a professional musician for the better part of his life, Mr Ang was now retired
from the professional circuit and worked part-time just to “keep things working”
and was another volunteer instructor at the community club’s Chinese Orchestra.
Kah Hao has only seen Mr Ang raise his voice once and that was only because
the sound levels from the chatter of the orchestra members were beyond the
level in which they could easily hear what he the conductor had to say.
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“So, what about the performance Mr Ang?”
“Give me a sec. . . let me put this down first. . . Okay, done. Yes?”
“The performance.”
“Oh right, that. Here’s a tentative programme list for the event—have a look

and lemme know if you think it is fine or not,” Mr Ang said as he passed me a
folded piece of paper. “I put it together last week after rehearsal after listening
to all of your comments and suggestions.”

Kah Hao scanned through the list of pieces. There was the staple of four full-
orchestral pieces, and a whole slew of solo pieces that were intermixed. Overall,
the list looked fairly decent, until he looked at the one entry that only wrote “dizi
solo”.

“Huh, I see the titles for the other sections, why is ‘dizi solo’ left there?”
“Because you haven’t told me which of the two pieces you are practicing on

that you want as showcase?”
“Oh, about that. . . so Tiffany and I were working on this piece and I’m not

sure if it is a good idea to put it down.”
“Hm? Which piece is that? Is it huanlege?”
“Yah, it is huanlege. . . I just gave her the accompanying score last week and

we’re not sure if three months worth of weekly practices are sufficient for this.”
“I think it will be fine. Let’s put that one down first. In case it is not do-able,

we can fall back on one of the pieces that we have used before, like xiaofangniu
or something. Sounds good?”

“Yep, sounds good to me. I’ll talk to Tiffany about it. Thanks a lot Mr Ang!”
“Heheh. . . you just do a good job at the performance and things will be great!”

Mr Ang said as he took back the programme list that Kah Hao was holding out
to him.

Kah Hao walked back to where he left his instrument bag and picked it up.
Tiffany was already there loitering about, eager to hear what had transpired be-
tween him and Mr Ang.

“So, how’d it go?” Tiffany asked inquisitively.
“I told him that we would be using the solo piece featuring you as the main

accompaniment,” Kah Hao said as he collected the music stand and the score
from one of the low cabinets.

“Eeeh,” Tiffany squealed, “but we’ve not even tried to play it together before!
What if we failed? What if it sounds really bad?”

“It won’t,” Kah Hao answered as he walked to his seat behind the orchestra
and started to set up his stand and score. “Because we will do a good job and
not fail at it.”
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“Okay! I suppose we can do that,” Tiffany said as she flashed her brightest
smile yet at Kah Hao.

‘Strange,’ Kah Hao thought to himself, ‘I have this. . . funny feeling within me
when Tiffany did that. Is this. . . love? Or is it just infatuation? Or is it just that
her smile was really radiant and pretty that I am mildly confused? Oh nevermind,
rehearsal time is now.’

“Okay folks, back to your positions,” began Mr Ang, “let’s begin the rehearsal
for today. First piece we will be working on is fengshouge. In this piece, I want
the leading dizi to sound like a leading soprano to call upon the other workers in
the field—this means I want a solid cutting sound. Upon my cue, the rest of you
will follow in; take note on the dynamics of the dizi, if it plays at piano, all of you
should be at piano also—no exceptions. We’ll tackle this piece one section at a
time, okay? Now Kah Hao, ready?”

Kah Hao nodded at Mr Ang, and the latter raised his conducting baton. With
great anticipation, Kah Hao relaxed his jaw muscles, and upon signal, took a
short breath and played the first few calling notes of the piece called fengshouge.

Like a well-oiled machine, the orchestra picked its cue from its conductor
and came in with the full force of a forte upon appearance. From the onset, Kah
Hao was the leading dizi, providing the hauntingly beautiful main melody line
to set the mood for the piece. Carefully, Kah Hao treaded through the crescen-
does and decrescendoes, forging ahead always with his trusty dizi. What started
in the beginning as just a cry to gather by a peasant girl has turned into full-
fledged celebration of the harvest of the village. As Kah Hao played, he found
himself getting more and more into the groove, and as the piece climaxed to-
wards the end with the crashing of the cymbals and the drums, he was positively
orgasmic, his pores opening as he rapidly cycled each breath cycle to deliver
the strong accented notes which rode on the crst of the crescendo and the high
notes that punctuated the ferocious roar of the orchestra. With a final resound-
ing crescendo, the piece ended, its energy levels having reached yet a new level.
Kah Hao was elated at the end of the piece—that high-flying feeling that arises
from playing the energetic piece was the very reason why he loved playing in the
Chinese Orchestra so much.

“Okay, that sounded better than I expected,” Mr Ang said amid some mild
chuckles, “but there are a few parts that I think we need to improve. For instance,
take a look section two. . . ”

“Hey, you did pretty well this time! It really did sound much better than the
last time we played this,” Tiffany turned around and said. She giggled coyly.

“Oh, heheheh, thanks!” Kah Hao said sheepishly to her, not knowing how best
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to respond. With a quick wink, Tiffany quickly faced the front again, before Mr
Ang had a chance to say a few words about her talking while he was.

And so the rehearsal went on till late in the night, where they adjourned for
the evening to continue preparation the next week. As they were packing up the
instruments and the music stands, Tiffany sidled up to Kah Hao.

“You going for supper?”
“Uh. . . sure? But only if you are going also.”
“Oh, you two are going for supper? I can come along; in fact, let me buy the

drinks for the night!” Mr Ang said jovially from behind the two of them.
Feeling his face warming up from a flush, Kah Hao agreed with Mr Ang with

his back still turned at him and the three of them went to the food centre just
past the community club together with a few of the other musicians. It was really
a part of what they usually do after rehearsals, but this night, somehow, it felt a
little different. Maybe he would know more when they went to the food place.

The walk to the food centre required cutting across the parking lot which
spanned behind the row of shop houses that was perpedicular to the community
club itself. At that time of the night, it was usually peaceful and fairly relaxing,
since the night was often filled with gentle cool breezes and the distinct lack of
the emanating heat from the concrete ground. More often than not, Kah Hao was
among the last to make his way to the food centre, because he usually stayed
behind to help Mr Ang pack up the rehearsal room before locking it up for the
night—it wasn’t that the other members of the orchestra didn’t do their part, it
was just that at the end of the rehearsal, there was still some logistic matters
to settle. Kah Hao felt a sense of duty to stay behind to give Mr Ang a hand,
considering that he was able-bodied and that there were, at times, a lot of things
to move about—he was sure the if he didn’t stay behind a little to give Mr Ang a
hand, the latter might hurt himself some day while trying to keep things in their
proper positions.

That night was a little different though. Somehow he had the feeling that
Tiffany might want to sneak out with him to the food centre immediately after
the rehearsal, perhaps to gain that precious few minutes of privacy from the
prying ears of the other people. So that night, Kah Hao found himself en route
to the food centre, leaving behind poor Mr Ang to do the final lock down of the
place.

“I feel kinda bad for Mr Ang. . . I don’t usually leave him in the lurch this way.
I’m not sure if he’ll be fine if I didn’t stay back to help him.”

“Oh he’ll be fine! I think that you worry too much. It’s not like he has to move
the double-bass or the drums; all that is required is to lock up the cabinets and
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return the key to the general office downstairs. I’m sure that Mr Ang isn’t that
infirmed to be unable to do that task.”

“Well. . . yeah, I suppose. Oh right, I nearly forgot. What’s your schedule like
for the next three months?”

“Hm? Why would you want to know? Are you trying to ask me out?”
“Noooooo. . . I mean, uh, no, that wasn’t my intention. . . you know, we have

that piece to practise on. . . ” Kah Hao said as his face flushed for the second
time that night. Not wanting to show Tiffany his blushing look, Kah Hao turned
his face away from the light from the lamp post and continued to mumble.

“Hahahaha! I know! I was just teasing you—you blush too easily! So I think
that I can usually come an hour or two earlier on most Saturdays; maybe we can
meet up then and do some practices before the rest of the orchestra turns up to
prevent us from being able to continue?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Kah Hao said as he turned back to look at
Tiffany (he didn’t feel that flushed in the face anymore), “I think I am available
during that time. We can probably check with Mr Ang to see if he is around at
that time or not, since he has the master key to all the cabinets, which means
that he can help us get the music stands and things like that.”

Tiffany thought for a while and nodded in agreement. The two of them strolled
on slowly towards the food centre, seemingly in enjoyment of the silence that was
surrounding them. About sixty paces behind them, the main body of musicians
who were having supper at the food centre have finally appeared from the com-
munity club after having helped out in the tear-down of the rehearsal. They were
a motley bunch; most of them were in their late teenage years and early twen-
ties, and Kah Hao didn’t really have the chance to talk to them all that much,
since there was little common ground amongst them. The closest thing that they
could talk about was the chinese orchestral music, but even that was still a little
uncomfortable to talk about because of the different levels of musical exposure—
Kah Hao always felt that he was more traditional then them, since he was less
interested in the modern “popular” music and was instead more interested in
the traditional styled music. Though still young at the age of thirteen-going-
on-to-fourteen, Kah Hao had already been playing in the orchestra for almost
seven years—those seven years were what made the difference between his un-
derstanding of the music and theirs, since they were only involved in chinese
orchestral music for no more than two years. But Kah Hao was not one to be
snobby at people; it was just that he did not want any awkwardness between him
and the other members.

But with Tiffany, it was a different story. She was twelve years old, but had
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reached puberty early, which explained her curvaceous figure. Being taken care
of by her aunt since a very young age, she was a very independent girl, with a cer-
tain hidden determination within her that seemed to burn with great brightness.
Her natural talent at the yangqin was also a plus, and since she was closer in age
to Kah Hao, they shared a strong rapport with each other, making collaborations
more magical than with anyone else.

The soft wind blew gently. Tiffany and Kah Hao walked leisurely towards the
food centre and sat at the usual table for the gang while waiting for the others
to catch up. Coming in the rear was Mr Ang himself, energetic with clever eyes
even when he has already been retired. Hustling the stragglers, Mr Ang finally
turned up at the table in the food centre and sat down. Without any cues, the
drinks stall proprietor turned up next to Mr Ang, who promptly gave the former a
fifty-dollar note.

“Okay folks, usual stuff. Tell Ah Kun what you guys want to drink and he will
bring it for you. Again, I am paying so just grab what you want.”

“How about beer?”
“No beer for you! Goodness. . . we have folks here who are under eighteen. . .

what are you trying to do, get them into trouble? No alcoholic drinks! Basket. . .
you people always come up with the same antics all the time. . . ” Mr Ang said
as he wagged his finger at one of the twenty-year-olds who had the audacity to
make that suggestion.

Ah Kun went around each table (there were three tables full of us!) and col-
lected the orders, after which he disappeared back to his stall to round up the
drinks that we had collectively ordered. Tiffany was seated next to Kah Hao, and
they were sharing a table with Mr Ang at the same time. It was a little awkward.

“So, what do you know about huanlege?” Mr Ang began, probably with the
intention of breaking the ice.

“Well,” Kah Hao started, “I think it is a piece that tells a story of a person who
is thinking about the past, mostly about the good stuff that had happened then.
He could be taking a stroll and was probably lost in his own thoughts. Then he
recalled something very much happier and the more he thought, the happier he
became till he was practically skipping down the road.”

“That’s it?” Mr Ang asked.
“Yeah, I think that’s it.”
“How about your interpretation, Tiffany?”
“Well,” Tiffany said, “I think that it is just a piece that symbolises happiness in

general. The overall feel of the piece is very uplifting; it begins with a measured
tempo, and slowly builds up in intensity before calming down for a bit. This is
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then followed by an acceleration of the piece somewhere in the beginning, which
ends on a strong note from all the quick parts from the dizi and the fast chord
structures from the yangqin. In the end, the feeling that one gets from the song
is pure happiness and nothing else.”

Kah Hao was stunned. How could Tiffany analyse this piece so strongly whereas
he couldn’t? It sounded almost impossible, yet everything that she said about
the piece was true—it was titled huanlege after all, a title that basically meant “a
song about happiness”. That she was able to deduce the overall structure and
feel of the song from her score—that was something that Kah Hao himself found
some difficultly in pulling off, sometimes.

“Hmm. . . that’s it?” Mr Ang asked.
“Pretty much. . . I don’t know anything else about this piece, Mr Ang,” Tiffany

answered with a sense of finality.
“So,” Mr Ang started, “Tiffany is mostly right about this piece being one that

demonstrates a sense of happiness of the people involved. Actually, if we look at
the origins of this piece, we find that it was mostly played during major festivals.
Of course, the incarnation of the piece at that time was probably not as sophis-
ticated as this dizi solo version, but the general melody sturcture was the same.
The dynamism of this piece comes from the careful juxtaposition of the fast and
the slow; within the seemingly slow section we find a hidden source of speed
and increase in tension, and within the fast portion we sense a certain relaxing
quality that defies most fast parts. In fact, it is this balance of quick and slow
that makes this piece particularly challenging for the performers, since it is easy
to play the fast parts hurriedly and the slow parts lethargically, which of course
do not contribute to the sense of happiness that this piece so desperately tries
to demonstrate. Kah Hao, I think you might need to think of this piece in this
way in order to play it with the flavour that it so demands. One of your biggest
problems is that you just play what you see on the music score—you hardly seem
to play the piece based on what it is trying to convey. I think that this is a good
time to learn how to handle this piece—maybe this can help you improve your
acuity towards music in general. Actually, I think you might want to talk to Tian
Kun when he returns from his holiday next week; he should be able to guide you
towards getting the emotions aspect of this right.”

Kah Hao found his face reddening for the third time that night. It felt a little
harsh to him, perhaps just a tad harsher than what he was expecting. In all hon-
esty, he knew that Mr Ang was right—he did have problems trying to comprehend
the emotions that lay beneath the veneer of the music score. Tian Kun had been
telling him that for quite a while now; it seemed less important then when the dizi
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instructor was saying it as compared to the conductor. Perhaps he would need
extra time to learn how to evoke the right emotions that the piece demands.

Tiffany, seeing that Kah Hao was feeling fairly awkward at that moment, de-
cided to change the topic.

“So Mr Ang, what about that performance in December? Do I need to present
a solo piece also?”

“Heheh. . . do you want to?” Mr Ang asked somewhat mischievously.
“I dunno. . . if you need me to come up with one piece, I can probably try to

find something I know how to play. . . ”
“Currently I think we have enough items for the programme. But just in case

things are not going well, I think you should prepare that piece you played be-
fore, tuolajilaile. I remembered that your rendition of that piece was particularly
convincing, showing a sense of flair and excitement without the hasty feeling.”

“Oh, that piece. . . I suppose I can prepare it. But I haven’t really practised it
since the last performance, Mr Ang. Just so you know,” Tiffany said as she cast
a furtive glance to a recovering Kah Hao.

“Ah! That’s good then,” Mr Ang replied before he took a big gulp from the
cup of soft drink that Ah Kun had set before him. “This is always the good stuff!”

Drinks arrived, Tiffany and Kah Hao tucked in, relieved somewhat that the
awkward conversation with their conductor was temporarily sidetracked by the
consumption of ice cool beverages on a windy yet muggy night.
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Chapter 3

Talk to a Teacher

“I’m done, Siew, you ready to go?”
“Yeah, gimme a second or two. I want to take some screen shots of these

with my camera phone to show to Ms Tan, in case she doesn’t believe me.”
“Couldn’t you type in the same commands to get access again?” I countered,

“I mean, you have already done it once to demonstrate it to me.”
“No, it takes a while to think it up and I forgot to turn on the command logging,

so I will have no way easily remembering the exact commands that I used for
the job.”

“Alright, hurry up.” I was getting impatient. In my mind, this breach of se-
curity was a rather important and urgent occurrence—no one really knows what
information have been lost to whom. I mean, sure, we’re not some big corpora-
tion or ministry, but we should still maintain some form of safeguard for things
like that. Right?

“Okay done. Where’s Ms Tan again?”
I racked my brains for a little. It was a Wednesday afternoon. This just means

that there was the weekly staff meeting till about four o’clock. It was already
three, so perhaps we could wait for an hour.

“She’s in a staff meeting. I suppose we can look for her at about four?”
“Hmm. . . another delay of one hour. I suppose it is fine, especially since

the security has already been compromised after all. No sense for the unneces-
sary rush,” Siew Wah mulled out loud. “Oh, how about someone else who is not
involved in the staff meeting?”

He had a point, of course. Not all teachers were involved in the staff meeting—
they usually have one or two teachers who are left behind in the staff room to
keep the order and to handle any potential exigencies that might occur. Perhaps
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there was someone suitable to talk to.
“I don’t really know who is available today—shall we head to the staff room

to find out?”
“Sounds like a good idea. Let’s go.”
Siew Wah opened the door of the computer laboratory and I gingerly stepped

out of it into the hot sunshine—it was three in the afternoon after all, and themain
door of the computer laboratory was facing due west, straight in the direction
where the sun would shine at that time of the day. That the computer laboratory
itself was on the third floor didn’t really help matters as there was little shade to
be had.

We took the exposed spiral staircase down to the second floor, where the
staff room was. The staff room itself was hallowed ground—no student was ever
allowed in it except for extreme extenuating circumstances like an injury, where
the only access then is the sick bay that is housed in the room closest to the
entrance of the staff room itself. The room was nicely air-conditioned, unlike
most of the rooms in the school building, but we could only stand within the two
square metres of space just within the entrance—it was the designated “safe
location” in which students could stand should they want to enter the staff room
to look for any teacher. There was also a microphone attached to a cord near
the door that allowed students to announce for the teacher that they want to
speak to; the paged teacher would then walk to the entrance to meet up with the
student, never letting the latter to have the chance to take more than three small
steps into the working and sometimes resting room of the teachers.

Pensievely, I grabbed the handle, pushed it down, and opened the door. We
both entered the staff room. The cool breeze from the air-conditioning was a
much welcomed feeling; the heat from the sun was really that bad.

“You do the announcing,” I offered, “since you were the one who found the
exploit.”

“Huh? But who do I call for?”
“Just look for the duty teacher or something, I’m sure if he is the one we are

interested in, he would come out and talk to us about things.”
“But I’ve never done this before!”
I sighed. I suppose even computer wizards can be relatively dense when it

comes to some things, in spite of their intelligence.
“Just state your name and class and who you are looking for into the micro-

phone.”
“Uh, hi, I’m Siew Wah from class 2B and I’m looking for the duty teacher. I

have something important to talk about.”
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I groaned softly to myself. That was probably the lamest sounding announce-
ment I heard. I wasn’t even sure if anyone could understand exactly what he was
talking about, with something so strange and awkwardas “something important
to talk about”. But I suppose that was how he expressed himself, being one who
doesn’t really mince his words that much.

After making his announcement, Siew Wah clicked the switch off and gently
put down the microphone into the basket that held it. All that was left for us to
do was to wait patiently. If we were lucky, the duty teacher would come out soon
enough to see us, or we might be waiting fora while before realising that the
duty teacher was not available in the office, and since almost no one else is in
the staff room, there would be no way for us to figure that out till much later.

Personally, I hated the system. There was this odd feeling of condescendence
each time I entered the room. As a subject representative for mathematics of
my class, I had to visit the staff room fairly often just to do my job, from bringing
in the collected assignments to pass to the mathematics teacher, to collecting
various print-outs and worksheets that she had sent for printing in the school
press and wanted me to deliver them to the rest of my classmates for them to
work on and things like that. In short, I was at the beck and call of the math-
ematics teacher and frequently had business to do in the classroom. And not
liking the system of announcing my arrival to page for the teacher meant that
I would usually try to find ways and means to avoid having to actually have any
direct interaction with the teacher as much as possible. Thank goodness for the
mail slots that were placed in that small “student safe zone”.

Siew Wah started to get fidgety; he was one of those people who just couldn’t
sit still, no matter what it was. Maybe that’s why he was such a elite computer
wizard—his inability to sit still without fidgetting allowed him to pry open the hid-
den secrets of the machine simply by poking and prodding while he was waiting
for anything to happen.

“Hey, chill Siew. It takes a while sometimes.”
“Yeah, I suppose. . . but this wait is positively killing me! I want to get back

to messing around with something I just thought about,” Siew Wah said matter-
of-factly, while having a rather anxious looking expression upon his face.

Minutes passed. Siew Wah was getting a little more agitated each time, while
I just stood there peacefully and trying to enjoy the cool draughts of wind from
the air-conditioning unit. Soon though, we heard the soft click-clack sound of
footsteps. They sounded rather female in origin, because that click-clack sound
was something that resembled that of a pair of heels. Shortly after, a soft sweet-
ness wafted through the partitions and assaulted my olfactory sense and I knew
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who it was immediately.
“Siew Wah? What are you up to this time?”
“Oh hey Ms Tan, you’re just about the best person that we want to see now,

actually,” Siew Wah replied bluntly.
“Okay. . . let’s head outside and sit along one of the study benches to hear

what you want to say. Are you involved in this in anyway, Heng Kar?”
“Uh, not exactly, Ms Tan,” I was a little edgy—she was Ms Tan after all, “Siew

Wah just wanted me to tag along and give him some moral support and all.”
Ms Tan gave me a quizzical look and shrugged her shoulders a little, before

pointing towards the door of the staff room. Catching her hint, I pushed down
on the handle again and opened the door outwards and stepped quickly out,
holding the door as I did so. The blast of hot air to the face was immediately
felt, and at that time, I wished that I was still within the comfortable confines of
the air-conditioned staff room. Never mind that the location that I was allowed
to was only a mere two square metres in area—anything to escape from the heat
would be most welcomed. Siew Wah stepped out of the door with one big step,
seemingly unfazed by the heat blast. Ms Tan was the last to exit the staff room,
and I could tell from her mild grimace that she probably wished she were back
in the staff room too.

The row of study benches that Ms Tan was referring to was situated to the
right along the corridor of the entrance to the staff room. Even though it was
designated as a set of study benches, in reality, no one in their right frame ofmind
would actually sit there to do self-study, since it was next to the twin glass doors
of the entrance of the general office, where the offices of the school principal,
vice-principals and discipline officer were located. Sitting at those study benches
required chutzpah that I was sure I didn’t have. Glancing at Siew Wah as we
walked towards the benches, I suspect he might not care if he had to sit there to
do his homework, if he ever did his homework in school after all. In the years I
have known him, I’ve never really seen him do any homework, and yet when the
due date of the assignments approach, he would have his completed work on the
ready for handing in to the subject representatives or the teachers. It annoyed
me to no end since I often had to struggle a little just to make sense of what I
was being taught in order to do the assignments.

Ms Tan had taken lead of our trio and was fast approaching the study benches.
From behind, she looked rather alluring, with her ankle lengthed white skirt with
black heels and a light pink blouse topped by a head of straight long black hair—
perhaps the fact that she had a nice hourglass figure was one of the contribu-
tory factors to her overall attractiveness. All throughout the standard the other
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teenage boys of my school were utterly swooned by her presence, but none of
them dared to utter anything out loud because she was Ms Tan. You see, Ms
Tan’s physical attractiveness was tempered by her rather intolerance to tomfool-
ery; though young and pretty, she was one of the few teachers who commanded
more respect and awe than the fawning aspect of the students. If I had a choice,
I would usually avoid having a direct confrontation with her, okay so maybe con-
frontation might be too strong a word, but the idea is clear: she can be quite
intimidating when approached. There were rumours that she was really a sweet
person out of school, but for obvious reasons no one dared to go on a fact-finding
mission to ascertain the veracity of that rumour. Suffice to say, I usually kept Ms
Tan at arm’s length unless absolutely necessary. Like this time, when Siew Wah
discovered that gaping hole in the security of the server.

We arrived at the study benches too soon and Ms Tan gesticulated at us to
take a seat, before taking a seat opposite us herself. Sitting rather straight and
putting on her inscrutable face, she first looked at Siew Wah, then me, before
looking back at Siew Wah.

“Okay Siew Wah. What is this important thing that you want to talk about?”
“So Ms Tan, you know about the new web portal that was opened last week?

The one where we could use to check out our schedules, download somematerial
and take some quizzes?”

“Yes, I am aware of that. What about it?”
“Well, I realised that it was running on the same server as the one that we

use for our internal network storage system. While that is nothing strange. . . ”
“Indeed.”
“. . . I found that I could access anyone’s file when I have logged in. And by

‘access’, I mean I can open absolutely anyone’s file just by logging into my own
account on the network. I did a little digging. . . ”

“Which you will do anyway.”
“. . . and found that there was an open TCP/IP port originating from the server

that allowed me to execute any program and open any file on that server.”
“An open TCP/IP port?”
“Yes Ms Tan, an open TCP/IP port. It was not supposed to be the case,

but here it was plainly open. Through that, it seemed that I could get access to
anything on the computer. Here, have a look at this,” said Siew Wah as he loaded
up the pictures that he took on his camera phone to show Ms Tan.

I felt like I didn’t exist there. Siew Wah was at the centre of the attention,
being the one who actually had things to talk about in this instance. Feeling
slightly bored, I looked around my surroundings. It was rather interesting, I’ve
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never known that the second floor study benches were actually quite conducive
from having little foot traffic due to the close proximity of the study benches
to the general office housing all the big-shots and the staff room, where all the
teachers reside in between classes. I made a mental note about this place being
a viable location for self-study and revision when the final examinations arrive.

“. . . and so I think that we should patch this up as soon as possible, otherwise
all those important stuff that some of the teachers are working on can easily be
leaked.”

I blinked. I guess I missed out most of the conversation through my light day
dream. Well at least Ms Tan didn’t seem to have catch on what was going on—I’ll
probably live another day this time round.

“This does look fairly serious. Do you remember the commands that you used
to obtain the access?”

“I can probably recreate them within thirty minutes on demand, but I don’t
think I actually memorised what I did to obtain the access. But Ms Tan, I think
the important part is that we patch this, I mean, if I could use normal tools and
gain access, imagine the kinds of power those external hackers can wield with
all their ingenuity?”

“Yes, I am well aware of the circumstances. I will need to talk to the person
who did up our web portal. If what you say is true, that person might need to
answer a few questions. I am going to call up the system administrator to close
that port for now. Anything else you want to tell me?”

“Uh. . . I don’t think there’s anymore for now, Ms Tan. Oh! Wait, I almost
forgot. . . Heng Kar here has just finished mastering his qbasic programming.
Can he join the programming team also? I think he has good potential, I mean,
before we came down to look for you, he was trying to implement the median-of-
three variant of quick sort, while all the other secondary one kids were still trying
to figure out what an array is. I think it might be good to have more new blood
for our programming squad.”

“Oh?” Ms Tan said as she looked me over, her dark pupils scanning me
as though she were scrutinising and searching for some reason to show that
I was unsuitable. I instinctively cringed up a little with flushed cheeks—I was
simultaneously praised and stripped mentally naked at the same time and have
no clue how best to react to that. I mean, Siew Wah didn’t mention anything
about this to me before we came down!

“I suppose we can see if he is up to mark by letting him train with the rest
of the team and taking the selection tests like the rest. If he is good enough, he
will manage to get in somehow.”
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“Thanks Ms Tan! Don’t worry about Heng—I think he will probably do pretty
well in the team!” Siew Wah said as he playfully slapped me in the back. I choked
a little from the impact.

“Again, I said we will see. If there is nothing else, I am going to return to the
office. You have anything for me, Heng Kar?”

“Uh. . . I’ve nothing Ms Tan. Thanks for coming out to listen to what Siew Wah
found out.”

“Okay.” And with that, Ms Tan got up from the bench she was sitting on and
strode back to staff room, leaving Siew Wah and I sitting there.

“Siew, what the hell man. . . why’d you make that comment for? You never told
me you were going to say something like that in front of Ms Tan?”

“Heng, why are you so uptight? It’s good to tell Ms Tan that you were inter-
ested in computer programming, maybe she can slot you into the team if you
did okay. I mean, look at your batch of computer clubbers—you’re the only one
who even has the remotest interest in computer programming. I think I’d be do-
ing Ms Tan a disservice if I didn’t tell her that you were interested in computer
programming okay?”

“But. . . but. . . ”
“Eh, Heng, no buts. We’ve done what we needed to do, let’s head back to the

computer lab and continue what we were doing.”
Siew Wah got up and motioned me to follow. My mind still in somewhat of a

blur, I dumbly followed him past the staff room and up the spiral stairs to return
to the third floor, where the air-conditioned computer laboratory awaited us both.
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Chapter 4

Heading Home

“So, what did you think about my analysis, Kah Hao?” Tiffany asked as the two
of them backtracked to the community club in a strolling pace.

“Hm?” Kah Hao said somewhat dreamily, his mind clearly not really on the
matter at hand.

“Hey. . . look at me, I’m talking to you, you know!”
“Oh, erm heheh, sorry about that. . . I was just feeling a little tired after all,”

Kah Hao replied a little embarassedly. “It is getting rather late and I really want
to head home and take a break, you know what I mean?”

“I suppose,” Tiffany replied as she brushed her long hair backwards with her
right hand. “Rehearsals always do end up being late, especially when we join Mr
Ang and the rest of the gang in supper and drinks.”

“Well. . . it isn’t technically a supper is it? I mean, all we had were just soft
drinks. . . ”

“But the others did order some prawn noodles and satay, so I think it is sup-
per.”

“I suppose you are right about that.”
Kah Hao was walking onwards along the path next to the community club

with his shoulders slouching forwards; his energy seemed to have been sapped
by the darkness of the night, as though all the strength and poise that he had
while playing the lead in the piece had somehow ebbed away from his very being
as the night started to mature. His instrument bag hung somewhat loosely on his
right shoulder, the keychains clinking each other ever so slightly as he shuffled
his feet in the direction of movement.

“You okay?”
Kah Hao was suddenly aware that he wasn’t walking alone. At that point in
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time, Tiffany had somehow overtake him and was standing directly in front of him,
her face close to his, her eyes looking into his, with her arms akimbo. Startled
for the moment, his senses were overpowered by the subtle fragrance of female
deodorant mixed with the freshness of the gentle perspiration of hers from the
walking through the muggy night. And her eyes, they were momentarily so full
of life with a strange sparkle that seemed to be communicating with him on a
deeper level. Realising that he was staring into her eyes, and having the epiphany
that perhaps he was standing a little too close to her for comfort, Kah Hao drew
back a little.

“Woah, why’d you suddenly stop like that in front of me and stare?” Kah Hao
spluttered out as he tried to hide his blushing yet another time for the night.

“Well,” Tiffany said as she straightened herself up, arms still akimbo, “you
didn’t answer the question I asked you, and you looked as though you were not
feeling well; you hardly ignore me in the past. What’s up with you now?”

“Uh, what’s the question that you’re asking again?”
“Well, I wanted to know what you thought about the analysis that I gave for

huanlege, the piece that we are going to perform together?” Tiffany did seem a
little miffed at that point in time.

Attempting to placate her, Kah Hao thought quickly and replied, “I think it
was a good analysis, like how Mr Ang said. It sounds thorough and convincing,
since you have spent some time analysing—”

“Mr Ang had already said that,” Tiffany interjected, “what I mean is, do you
think we can both have similar analyses of the piece so that we can play the
music better and express the true intentions of the composer of the piece?”

“Oh!” Kah Hao exclaimed, seemingly having seen the light of the matter,
“Of course! I thought you were trying to rub in the fact that Mr Ang thought
your analysis and understanding was superior to mine, in spite of the fact that
I am the soloist and picked the piece while you were mainly involved in the
accompaniment. . . ”

“Hey, hey, Kah Hao, you’ve known me for a while now. Do you think I’m a
person who is like that?” Now Tiffany did seem more cross than before.

“Uh. . . no. . . I’m really sorry. It’s late, I’m tired, and I don’t think that I am
thinking straight. Shall we just continue to head for home?”

“Well, alright!” Tiffany said as she smiled at Kah Hao and turned to face
forward to continue walking towards the bus stop.

Their continuing journey towards the bus stop was filled with silence, with
the occasional chirping of the crickets and cicadas that were hiding among the
low shrubbery that bordered the external fence of the community club. Kah Hao
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walked to the left of Tiffany, trying to keep pace with her. He thought that he had
sort of ruined things by making Tiffany annoyed at him—she was usually forgiving
and playful, and he had almost never seen her mad before. Yet this time, it would
appear that she did seem to have some remaining anger with him for not paying
attention to what she was saying. And it was not about anything trivial either—it
was with regards to what he was going to do, involving him to a large degree,
and he slighted her. ‘Man, I feel like a dummy,’ Kah Hao thought to himself.

He glanced surrepticiously to his side at Tiffany. As usual, the profile of her
face was pleasant to look at, with a well-defined nose, rosy cheeks and long eye-
lashes framed by that long black hair. He knew that she was a real beauty; he
met her two years ago and was instantly smitten by her, even though they were
only ten years old then. Like now, she was also dressed in fairly trendy clothing,
and seemed more sophisticated than her years. It was awkward trying to talk
to her in the beginning, but things fell into place quickly enough and they have
been collaborating strongly in many performances ever since.

Kah Hao felt his cheeks getting warm again, and he quickly looked away.
‘Man,’ he thought, ‘I think I am blushing way too many times this night. What
exactly is wrong with me? Am I going sick and running a fever? Damn. . . I
shouldn’t have walked through the rain yesterday while trying to get home from
school. . . that might be why I am having random hot flushes like so.’

“Huh? Kah Hao, why are you looking the other way?”
“Oh, erm, I thought I saw a black cat?” Kah Hao stammered.
“Ah, that black cat! You know, I’ve seen it around here before, but I haven’t

seen it ever since. It was such a beauty, with silky black fur and a cool I-don’t-
care-about-you kind of attitude, which is how most cats are like. I wish it’d still
be alive though—it looked like it earned the right to have an enjoyable life.”

“Tiffany?”
“Hm?”
“Are you angrey with me?” ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid,’ he thought, ‘why the hell

did I say something like that for?’
“No? Why would I be angry with you? Still worried about what we were talking

about earlier with Mr Ang?”
“Yeah. . . ”
“It’s fine, really,” Tiffany reassured him.
“Okay then, I suppose.”
By that time, Tiffany and Kah Hao had already reached the flight of stairs that

would take them down to the main road, where the bus stops were to be found.
At the base of the stairs would be where thetwo of them would split up for the
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evening, for his bus stop was on that side of the road while hers was on the
opposite side.

“Hey Tiffany, I’ll wait with you for your bus?”
“Huh? Are you sure? It is getting rather late. Don’t you have stuff to do

tomorrow?”
“Well, it’s just homework. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Okay then, if you insist.” Tiffany shrugged her shoulders, obviously amused

at his actions.
Kah Hao knew that usually Tiffany would be accompanied by her aunt, who

was at one point another yangqin player in the Chinese Orchestra. But recently,
he found that the aunt’s appearance was getting fewer and fewer, and worrying a
little about Tiffany’s safety, he would try to make sure that she was never sitting
at the bus stop alone in the dark while waiting for her direct bus home. However,
each time he offered to accompany her at the bus stop, she would look bemused,
and while not refusing outright, would seem to have the appearance of thinking
that it was wholly unnecessary for him to do so. But Kah Hao never backed
away—he was convinced that as he was the elder one he had to ensure her safety,
whether or not he was older by a few years or in this case, a few months. Perhaps
there was a more mundane reason, but Kah Hao was either too dense to see it,
or it could be that he refused to acknowledge its existence.

The two of them stood next to the traffic light next to the road. Kah Hao
pushed the indicator button once more and the familiar beeping sound began.
There was a strange sense of awkwardness in the air, which was not helped by
the sudden stillness of the night wind.

“The breeze stopped huh,” Tiffany started, probably with the intention to
break the awkwardness.

“Yeah, it seems so. Doesn’t feel that cool now. . . it feels as though we’re in
an oven or something, all sticky from the sweat and stuff.”

“Yeah.”
More awkward silence. Cars were literally zooming past them while the traffic

light beeped away. Soon, the beeping turned into the crescendo phase and the
two of them walked quickly across the road after ensuring that there were no on-
coming cars that had no intention of slowing down or stopping. Having crossed
the road in good time, they walked towards the bus stop as the cars that stopped
gunned their engines and roared off from the crossing.

Tiffany and Kah Hao arrived at the empty bus stop. There, they found some
seats available and sat down facing the on-flow of traffic, hoping to catch a
glimpse of Tiffany’s bus so as to flag it down for her to board.
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“It’s a quiet night, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, I suppose. To tell you the truth, I’m tired also. It has been a long day

and aunty had been busy throughout the week.”
“Oh? What did she do?”
“I don’t really know. But she leaves early in the morning and comes home late

at night, leaving behind tupperwares of prepared food in the fridge with written
instructions on how to prepare them with the microwave.”

“That sucks.”
“Yeah.”
Then another awkward silence. The flies that had escaped from elsewhere

were sharing the same bus shelter with the two of them, seemingly attracted to
the fluorescent light bulbs that provided all the illumination there. Their move-
ment cast ominous shadows that danced on the floor of the bus stop, and a
couple of them even landed on Kah Hao’s neck due to his perspiration from the
walk. Kah Hao shooed the flies with great annoyance, while Tiffany looked on
bemusedly.

The cars continued to roar on along the road in front of them, and Tiffany’s
bus seemed determined to delay itself as much as possible. The two of them
waited in silence for a good fifteen minutes before Tiffany suddenly jumped up
from her seat and flagged enthusiastically at the public bus that was coming by.
Seeing that Tiffany was already up, Kah Hao lept up too and stood near Tiffany.

The bus stopped in the bay of the bus stop and its front door open, beckoning.
Tiffany walked up the steps of the bus, stopped on them, turned around and bade
Kah Hao good bye before continuing up the steps into the passenger area. Kah
Hao waved good bye from the bus stop and was still waving at her till the bus
closed its doors and exited the bus bay.

Kah Hao gave a soft sigh. Tiffany was on the way home now, and it was getting
late. Time for him to go home also.

He backtracked to the road crossing, pushed the indicator button and waited
for the signal for him to cross; once more the traffic light had that soft continuous
beep that acknowledged his actions. The wind was slowly picking itself up once
more, providing him with the much needed comfort from the humid air. The
keychains on his instrument bag clinked against each other softly once more in
the gentle breeze as he stood there, half-resting his weight on one leg, his arms
folded as a sign of impatience at waiting for the traffic lights to be in his favour
for crossing.

The night time traffic was far and few, but since it was usually fairly quiet at
that time of the night, the passing of each vehicle sounded as though twenty had
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arrived in its stead. Kah Hao was visibly bored from the wait, but as he was about
to doze off, the mild scream of the traffic light came on and he hurriedly crossed
the road to the other side, where his bus stop was. He couldn’t really tell why he
actually accompanied Tiffany to her stop and waited with her, but at that point,
he was just feeling very very exhausted from a gruelling day.

Kah Haomade his way slowly to his bus stop—the time then was almost eleven
at night. It was not late enough for him to miss the bus, but it was surely not that
early for him. He took one of the empty concrete benches at the bus shelter and
waited tiredly for his bus to arrive. Seconds turned into minutes and slowly Kah
Hao found himself nodding off while waiting. The irregular roar of the engines of
the cars that passed him by woke him each time, and each time he was startled
awake, he swore that he would remain alert in order to catch his bus, only to doze
off ever so often once more.

At long last, Kah Hao saw his bus turning around the bend in the road and
approaching the bus stop. He got off the bench hastily, adjusted his instrument
bag slung on his right shoulder, and flagged for the bus with his left hand, his eyes
eagerly trying to get the attention of the bus driver. As if in acknowledgement,
the bus driver seemed to have nodded a little before slowing the bus to a stop at
the bus bay next to the bus stop, and opened the front doors. Kah Hao groggily
climbed up the steps and fumbled for his wallet, which he tapped at the wireless
payment station. The device gave a friendly beep and Kah Hao stumbled towards
the rear of the bus as the doors closed and the bus moved on to its next stop.

Wobbling slightly from being in the dazed state, Kah Hao managed to find
an empty seat on the bus and he sat down gratefully in it. Within a few short
seconds, Kah Hao had already dozed off and was lost in sweet dreams.
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Nethack

“Ah finally!” exclaimed Siew Wah as he closed the door of the computer labo-
ratory behind us. “I missed the air-conditioning, and more importantly, we are
now away from Ms Tan!”

“Uh, okay. . . ” I muttered to him as I picked a seat to the nearest computer
and pushed the power switch. I suppose there was still time to write the median-
of-three variant of quick sort, only if there were no more hijinks for the rest of the
afternoon. I knew that the coding wasn’t particularly hard, but I was still trying
to get used to the algorithm and the programming at the same time, and thus
didn’t really enjoyed being interrupted all the time.

The computer took ages to boot up, and I found myself growing a little im-
patient, even though that was just the usual boot up time for the machines. Siew
Wah seemed to be a little too elated at that moment though, as though he was
suffering from attention deficit disorder.

“I hope that Ms Tan will be able to do something about the bug I showed her.
I think that it is sad that our school got ripped off by someone who doesn’t seem
to know what he is doing.”

“Well, I suppose now that you’ve told Ms Tan everything that you knew, she
could probably take some action to at least try to fix the problems,” I said absent-
mindedly as I finally got to the log-in page of the by-now fully booted computer.

“Think about it! We’re going to be heroes for helping the school identify all
these security breaches! Maybe they’ll even let me work on their server just to
ensure that things are going okay and that the security holes are all plugged in,”
Siew Wah said excitedly.

‘Uh oh,’ I thought, ‘the full-on fugue seems to have started. I think I need to
distract him or at least ignore him before I have absolutely no hope of working

37
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through this piece of code.’
“Hey Heng? Are you even listening to what I’m saying?” Siew Wah sounded

a little annoyed.
“No? Not really? Look Siew, I like talking to you and all, but I really need to

work on this median-of-three variant of quick sort, otherwise I would be unhappy
with myself; this is a goal that I have set for myself today to accomplish, and I
would really like to have it done. I’ve seen what you wanted to show me earlier,
and I’ve been with you to look for the duty teacher who happened to be Ms Tan,
and I’ve sat through the discussion with Ms Tan with you. Could you just leave
me alone for the next couple of hours so that I can understand what I am doing
for this median-of-three variant here?” I said, afraid that I might have hurt Siew
Wah’s feelings by being this blunt.

“Oh! Oops. . . sorry about that Heng, I forgot that you were busy working on
something. Of course I can give you some space to work on your stuff—you’ve
been of great help just now. Poke me later when you are ready to head for home,
okay?” Siew Wah said as he flashed his pearly whites at me.

I sighed. Siew Wah, Siew Wah. . . you’re always so random and quick to
change in emotion. How can I ever understand you better? But enough of this,
that quick sort algorithm needed to be programmed!

By now, I had already logged into the computer and have pulled up a com-
mand prompt from which to type the command that pulls out the text-mode
integrated development environment (IDE) for qbasic. That familiar blue back-
ground showed up with a welcome dialogue box, which I promptly dismissed
with a quick strike of the enter key. I then loaded the file from my USB flash
drive which I had saved earlier, the one which contained the parts of code that
were to be my median-of-three variant of quick sort.

Quick sort was a strange beast, as I discovered as I was reading through
the text file which described its functioning. It used the concept of “divide and
conquer”, where it achieves its sorting speed simply by first dividing the array
of data to be sorted into two, and recursively sorting each of the smaller arrays
till only one element is left, from which it would have been done and return to
the previous call of the sort routine. I was positively fascinated with this manner
of sorting—the only sorting algorithm that I used with great frequency in qbasic
was that of bubble sort, which did something similar to “floating” the smaller
valued elements of the array to the front of the array. But that method of sorting
took a very long time when it came to sorting almost one thousand element-sized
arrays—it was when I realised that it was taking too long that I looked for quick
sort as a solution. I worked on the median-of-three variant just because that was
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the first variant that I saw when I looked for information on how to implement
the algorithm on the Internet.

So, the median-of-three variant of quick sort works this way, as far as I could
tell. Quick sort needs two indices to denote the limits of the smallest accessible
location and the largest accessible location. The median-of-three selects a third
index which is the mid-point of the two stored indices. Then, from these three
numbers accessible through the indices, the median of them was chosen to be
the pivot element. This choice of pivot was important because the pivot was the
element that was used to segregate the array (or sub-array) into two partitions—
those having values that were less than the pivot and those whose values were
greater than the pivot. Supposedly, this median-of-three pivot selection method
could reduce the bad run-time cases that quick sort can sometimes find itself
in.

So much for the theory. I sat there in front of the IDE trying to write qbasic
code that will performwhat I just described. It wasmildly infuriating, not because
I was bad at the programming language, but that there were a lot of book-keeping
just to make sure that the indices point to the right places and that the parition
sub-routine was doing what it was doing correctly. It took me a while before I got
it roughly correct on the small test cases that I had written for it, which involve
sorting arrays that had about twenty elements.

“So, how’s your quick sort coming along?”
“Oh, Siew Wah, you scared me a little there,” I said as I swivelled around to

face him. “I think that I’m probably on the right track, since the code works on
the smaller test cases. I think that the sorting bit should be correct, but I’m not
sure if I coded it correctly so that it will use less time than bubble sort,” I replied
truthfully, somewhat delighted at the interaction after almost an hour of non-stop
coding and debugging.

“Oh, that’s easy. Have you heard of the TIMER function?”
“TIMER? Yeah, I think I have. It stores the number of seconds that has passed

since midnight right?”
“Yes. So what you do is, use a floating point variable, SINGLE or DOUBLE is

fine, just pick one, and then assign it with TIMER before the code and print out
the difference of TIMER and that variable after the code. Then you’ll know the
rough run-time of the quick sort code.”

“Okay, I think I can do that. . . ”
“Oh, for good measure, you should also code up bubble sort and apply it

on the same array with the timing. If your median-of-three variant of quick sort
works at a shorter time sorting the same array as compared to that of your bubble
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sort implementation, then you probably have gotten it right.”
“Ah! Now that’s an interesting idea! Hey, thanks Siew!”
“No sweat. I wasn’t kidding when I told Ms Tan that I think you have potential

as a good programmer, and it is the same when I asked that you be put into the
programming team training. I think you should be able to hold out on your own
in the programming competitions that we take part in, and honestly, I think that
we need more new blood. Everyone these days seem to want to do all that web
design thing, not that it is a bad thing, but that they don’t realise that a computer
is useless and hopeless at all levels unless the programming is there to support
it. In fact, even for the web design folks, if they don’t know how to do a little web
programming, then their web sites will always be ridiculously simple and boring,
without any form of interaction at all.” Siew Wah sighed.

“But then again most people don’t really care too much about things that they
find hard to do. If you think that progrmming is cool and you don’t find it hard, I
seriously think that you should convince Ms Tan to let you on the programming
team. All the folks on it are going to graduate in two years, and in the end, there
will only be me left on the team. Heh. . . since I’ve known you for so long, I’d
think that you’d be a great team mate in the competitions that will come during
the rest of our secondary school careers.”

“Well,” I began, “I’m touched Siew, I don’t really know how best to respond.
I never thought that I was a good programmer, let alone one with the capacity
of taking part in those programming competitions. I mean, I see you and I see
an elite computer hacker, fearless in writing code and even more fearless in
coming up with novel solutions to hard problems. But I just mastered my first
programming language ever three months ago, and I’m still trying to get used
to the idea of recursion and all the other high level concepts. . . I’m not sure if I
can match up to what you guys have been doing.” I sighed.

“Heng, you worry too much. Everyone has to start from somewhere; not ev-
eryone is a child prodigy you know? Heck, even I wasn’t a child prodigy; I just
happened to start messing around with computers about two to three years ear-
lier than you. Time does add up to your experience man, so don’t be so beat
up about not meeting our levels and things like that. That’s what the training
sessions are for anyway! Tell you what, since Ms Tan didn’t say no, why don’t you
drop by our training on Saturday morning and see what’s going on, and maybe
show us a little of what you can do? I think that it will be an eye-opener for you,
and think of it as a great introduction to the other programmers of the club that
you have not met simply because they have been hiding in their little cave all
these while!” Siew Wah said, his enthusiasm rising by the minute.
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“I suppose. Siew, will they find me dumb and hate me because I am not as
good as you say I am?”

“Don’t be silly and just turn up and see what happens. If things don’t work
out, it doesn’t really matter much, does it? You just go back to doing the usual
stuff at the computer club instead; nothing of value would be lost. You worry too
much, like always—just chill off and relax and be yourself, yeah?”

“Okay. Let me try that idea that you were telling me earlier about the TIMER
function—once I figure out that my version of the median-of-three variant of
quick sort works decently, I think we can head for home.”

“Awesome! I’ll leave you to work on it. Again, poke me when you are done,
yes?”

“Okay,” I answered as I swivelled my chair so that I was facing the computer
screen once again. Heeding Siew Wah’s advice, I added a couple of lines of
code surrounding my function call to the sub-routine doing quick sort, and threw
in another couple of lines of timer code surrounding a quickly written version of
bubble sort using one for-loop nested in another for-loop. Then I added a few
more lines of code to do the array generation and array copying to ensure that I
was indeed testing the two sorting algorithms on the same array.

Once the code was in place, I reached for F5 on the keyboard and struck it,
telling the IDE to run the program. I was testing the two algorithms on randomly
generated arrays of nearly two thousand elements, and each time it was clear
that the quick sort sub-routine took less real time to completely sort the array
in ascending order as compared to that of the bubble sort one. Being satisfied
at last at what I had done, I did a final save of the code and exited the IDE, and
proceeded to shut down the computer.

“Hey Siew Wah!” I called out in a quiet sort of way because there were still
a few people who were working on their stuff in the computer laboratory, “I’m
done here. You ready to head home?”

“Yeah, I’m almost done with this thing also. . . give me a couple of minutes to
finish up and then we can go collect our bags from the lockers outside. I’m still
annoyed that in this time and age, we are still not allowed to bring our school
bags into the computer laboratory and instead have to leave them in unsecured
lockers outside. Ridiculous!”

“Well you could talk to Ms Tan about it. . . if you feel that strongly about this. . .
”

“Hell no! I think it is a fine idea to have school bags away from the computer
laboratory because it prevents people from sneaking off with any of the smaller
peripherals that are available within the room.”
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‘What a joker he is at times,’ I thought to myself, ‘and again he is so random,
doing an about turn just seconds after hemade himself sound so indignant about
the issue too.’

The computer turned itself off, and I got out of the swivel chair and pushed
it gently under the table for storage. I retrieved my USB flash drive from the
machine and turned towards Siew Wah’s location, standing beside him.

Siew Wah’s screen was, as always, inscrutable, with many tiny symbols upon
a black screen. His fingers were literally flying all over the keyboard as he typed
command after command at a ludicrously high speed. I always found it amazing
that someone could actually type that quickly and with such great accuracy; my
own typing speed was paltry, and it was only recently that I had graduated from
typing with only two fingers (from hunting and pecking) to typing with five fingers
(two fingers searching and a thumb for the space bar). But anyway, I was done
and I was basically waiting for him to be done with what he was doing so that I
could at last go home and have some much needed rest. Thankfully, there was
no homework assignment that was due the next day, so I could spend a little
more time relaxing away from the discomforts of the afternoon heat.

Within a few short seconds, Siew Wah had already done with his work, and
was fast on his way to shutting down the computer. Still somewhat shocked at
the speed that he had turned his machine off I stood there in a daze.

“Hey, come along now! I’m done with my stuff. . . shall we head off for home
now?” Siew Wah said as he got up his swivel chair and pushed it under the desk.

“Oh, okay. . . I’m just amazed at your typing speed that’s all.”
“Oh that, hahaha. . . don’t worry about it. You’ll eventually type that fast if you

do more stuff on the computer. I learnt most of my typing skills from program-
ming the computer for long periods of time. I think that if you ask me to type
an English essay, I might actually type much slower than what I do when I am
programming,” Siew Wah said as he walked ahead of me towards the entrance
of the computer laboratory. I followed behind him, nodding in relation to what
he was saying.

Siew Wah opened the door and beckoned me to step through it, which I
gladly did. Again, the heat from the setting sun blasted straight into my face,
making me wince a little and I instinctively shielded my eyes with my left hand.
Siew Wah looked bemusedly at me as he gently closed the door to the computer
laboratory behind us. I walked towards the lockers in the alcove below the ledge,
and opened up the locker containing my school bag. Siew Wah did the same
over on the other end which framed the spiral stairs and picked up his school
bag.
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“Ready to go?”
“Yeah, let’s go.” Even though we were only standing in the heat for a short

moment, I could already feel the heat searing through my skin and heating me up
beyond the level that I was willing to put up with. The perspiration was increasing,
and my discomfort was doing the same over time. I was most definitely ready to
head back to the comfort of my home.

Siew Wah and I slung our school bags on our shoulders and we walked to the
central spiral staircase and head on downwards. Each step we took felt a little
closer to the taste of freedom that was home, away from the heat, away from
Ms Tan and the other teachers, away from the drudgery of school, away from the
glamour of the programming competitions and away from things that were for-
eign. I was always looking forward to go home at the end of the day; it is not that
I didn’t like school, but that I always liked having a change of environment to re-
juvenate the senses, to keep myself more alert and ready for the new challenges
of tomorrow.

But I suppose that I have digressed too much. Siew Wah and I walked down
the flights of stairs down the three storeys, alternating between the cool shade
of the opening to the floor and the sunny disposition of the side of the stairs
that opened towards the west. As we walked past the second floor, I instinctively
cringed, as though I was afraid that some teacher would see us and get us to do
one thing or another. Soon, we reached the first floor of the wing of the building.

“How’re you going home, Siew?”
“Well, I think I want to get home early, so perhaps I will take the bus with you

to the mass transit station and then take the subway to my neighbourhood. How
about you Heng?”

“I think I’ll take the subway too. Let’s just go out. I’m feeling tired from the
day’s exertions.”

“Sure thing, let’s just go.” Siew Wah said as he led the way to the bus stop on
the opposite of the road. The way to get to the bus stop required walking past the
science laboratories, which was currently out of bounds due to the preparations
for the GCE ‘O’ Levels science practical examinations—the reagents and other
equipment for the various examinations were being procured and tested in the
laboratories, which meant that it was a bad idea to walk by lest one was accused
of attempting to cheat in the examination. Not that I was taking the GCE ‘O’ Level
practical examinations, but it was an expressed rule of the science department.
So, we ended up with a detour around the science laboratories, on to the road
that led to the exit of the school compound.

The setting sun was to our backs at this stage, which was a good thing, since
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it was cooler from the fact that the sun was shining on our school bags, which
shielded us from the direct heat. Siew Wah and I strolled past the science labo-
ratories and towards the exit, both of us silently in thought.

I took a glance at Siew Wah. Even his profile demonstrated a sense of in-
telligence that I was still not too used to seeing. He had a high forehead with
thinning hair, thin even for a thirteen-year-old. His eyebrows were bushy, and his
eyes were always twinkling with a sparkle, the kind of eyes that seemed to sug-
gest that he knew more than he seemed, which was a serious statement to make
since he did seem to know a lot more than most of the other members within the
computer club. He was in a secondary two class, and yet he was on par in terms of
programming ability with the rest of the senior club members, having taken part
in the many group and individual level programming competitions and holding
out strong on his own, winning medals and awards and trophies and other prizes
from all the competitions that he joined. I heard through hearsay that even the
senior club members were sort of afraid of his hacking ability, since he had this
uncanny way of looking for bugs in almost anything that was given to him—the
ability seemed supernatural, and other rumours had it that he had performed
some blood sacrifice in an occultic ritual in order to obtain the powers that he
had now. Of course, most of that was hogwash, but it remains true that Siew Wah
was in fact an intelligent person; it is just that the computer had attracted his
attention long before anything else had, and thus he was most definitely more
well-developed in this speciality than others.

But computer club activities aside, I heard that Siew Wah was also a fairly
conscientious student. He would always get his homework assignments done
and handed in on time, with neat, legible handwriting and well-constructed ar-
guments for the essay-type assignments. He was also very vocal in class, openly
questioning and challenging assumptions of his instructors and sometimes even
his peers. Everyone feared him; everyone respected him. He was considered the
über geek of the cohort, the one to beat when it came to anything that involved
studies and computers. Most people held his name in awe, and even one that
can at times be very temperamental like Ms Tan would still curb their innate
emotional outbursts to listen to his often well-reasoned arguments and straight-
forward evaluations of things that he has discovered or found to be lack in rigour.

Siew Wah was also a decent sportsman. While he was not actively involved
in any of the sporting teams in the school due to a silly rule that restricted ev-
eryone’s extra-curricular activities to being a member of only one club, group or
organisation, he was a star player during the various team and individual sports
events when the normal physical education classes were in progress. When it
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was time to split off into teams, it was always the case that the best teams al-
ways wanted Siew Wah on their team. Even at the inter-school level, Siew Wah
had been propositioned many times by the captains of the various sports teams
to join their team instead of the computer club. But as far as I knew, Siew Wah
turned them all done and joined the computer club instead.

I could remember the first time I had met Siew Wah; it was almost two years
ago, when we were both still in primary school. He was in primary six then, ready
to take his first major national examination and I was in primary five, at the stage
that was one step closer towards my own milestone in my study life. His powers
on the computer were not fully developed then, or at least, when I first met him,
I didn’t think that he was really good at programming or fiddling with computers
in general. All I thought was that he seemed like a cool guy to hang out with and
each time I talked with him, it would always appear that I could learn something
new from him along the way. He wasn’t snobbish—even though he didn’t really
know who I was at that time, he was delighted in finding that I wanted to talk
with him, and of course his enthusiasm made him launch into his infamous solo
fugues about the topic that he was talking about at that time. I found that most
people would be turned off by that little character trait of his, but upon listening
more carefully to what he was saying, I realised that his fugues were actually
full of content, sometimes even having things that I would probably have not
learnt from class any time soon! Sooner or later, we became fast friends, usually
spending recess time together in the canteen just talking about anything that
came to mind. Then, we didn’t actually go home together simply because the
primary school that we both attended was actually at the mid-point between our
homes, and so we always had to travel in opposite directions in order to get
home. But of course, when secondary school came about, luck would have it that
we went to the same place, and so most of the afternoons were spent in the
computer laboratories together followed by a joint trip towards home.

“Long day huh,” I said to Siew Wah, in an attempt to break the silence and to
re-inject some liveliness back into the conversation that we weren’t having.

“Yeah. It was a long day alright. But at least we got some stuff done. Now I
need to go home and work on some of the assignments that are going to be due
on Friday—I want to use Thursday to get some other stuff done first.”

“Oh? What is it you want to get done on Thursday that convinced you to
complete your assignments on Wednesday?”

“Heard of nethack?”
“Not really. What is that again?”
“You know what a rogue-like is?”
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“Nein.”
“Urgh,” Siew Wah made a face as we reached the traffic light demarcating

the crossing to the opposite side of the road, where our bus stop was.
“So back in the late 1980s, there was this really old computer program called

‘Rogue’. It was considered to be among the first few computer role-playing game
or CRPG to feature maps and representations of objects in the games as symbols
on the map. Rogue was made with the premise that each time one played it, the
maps would be different, and the specific effect of potions and scrolls will also
be different. The difference we are referring to here are of course related to that
between games, so if you saved the game and came back later, things were still
the same as at the time that you saved it. But in Rogue, if you died, you died—
there were no resurrection spells or anything like that. Death was permanent,
and impossible to reverse no matter how you do it. Naturally, game play was not
among the easiest, but it posed the most interesting challenges since one had
to learn how best to play a game from first principles as opposed to knowing
the entire plot/game mechanic earlier on using walk-throughs in order to pass.”
Siew Wah paused for a bit as the traffic light indicated that it was safe to cross,
and we both walked briskly across the crossing to the other side of the road,
with the cars lining on our sides, as though we are dignitaries and they were the
colour guard there to welcome us on our trip home.

“You getting all these?”
“Yes, yes. Carry on. You still haven’t explained what is nethack yet though. . .

”
“I was getting there. So when the old USENET came online some time in

the early nineties, there was a group of hackers who managed to communicate
with each other and they collectively decided to collaborate and write a new
version of Rogue, with more stuff that they dreamed about, like the creatures and
enchanted equipment from the whole J.R.R. Tolkein universe of Middle Earth, and
even old Arthurian legends. This loosely collected group of computer hackers
hacked together a new rogue-like over a few years, and they called it ‘nethack’. So
nethack became the new Rogue, with tons of stuff, lots of in-jokes and important
in-knowledge that was needed to even ‘ascend’, which was the nethack lingo for
actually winning the game. The old meme that ‘the devteam knows all’ came from
this project and with the advent of the Internet, nethack has been proliferating
ever since.”

“So, nethack is just another CRPG?”
“Well, yes and no. Yes because of its roots, no because it has gotten to the

point that to actually win the game, one needs to do a lot of study on the back
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stories that support the game itself. From all these back stories, one can learn
how to obtain new weapons, defeat certain hard to kill monsters, solutions to
puzzles and other things like that. It’s a nerds’ game made by other nerds, since
you really need to be in the know just to survive the game. To win it would require
intricate planning and luck on the part of the random number generator, also
known as the RNG or random number god.”

“Woah,” my head was in a whirl, “that sounds like a really nasty thing to play!
So why are you interested in that? Also, I think our bus might have arrived.” I
flagged at the bus frantically while Siew Wah stood there seemingly in thought
to my question.

The bus stopped at the bus stop and opened its front doors to us. We boarded
the public transport with some speed and tried to move to the rear, only to find
ourselves standing somewhere in the middle section sandwiched between office
workers to the rear and our other school mates to the front. It wasn’t a really bad
position, but I still felt annoyed because of the school bag that I was actually
still lugging around.

“So anyway,” continued Siew Wah as he held on tight to a railing, “I have
been reading all the back story material for nethack, and I think that it is time
for me to challenge my knowlege and myself with the game. I think maybe I can
complete the game on Thursday and then see how things go.”

“But that doesn’t make much sense!” I countered, as I clung on for dear life
when the bus lurched forward from a stand still. I made a mental note to myself
to write a letter to the public forum with regards to the deployment of older and
more ricketty buses during semi-peak hours where there are many people who
may be taking the bus elsewhere. It just didn’t feel safe.

“Why don’t you want to play it on Friday evening instead? Why Thursday, it’s
so odd?”

“Well, I have other. . . things to do on Friday. Heheheh. . . so the only free
time I have this week for recreation is Thursday,” Siew Wah said as he grinned
mysteriously.

I shrugged my shoulders and let it pass. Sometimes it is hard to talk to Siew
Wah, since he can talk a lot to bring you to a level that makes you feel really inter-
ested and happy before dropping you off the cliff of enthusiasm by changing his
demeanour and flashing that cryptic smile of his, as though he alone possessed
some arcane information that he would never ever want to share with anyone
for whatever reason they might even want to conceive of providing to him to
convince him otherwise. His seemingly randomness was not because of malice,
but that his intelligence rendered most things to him as being mundane, and he
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could only focus for that long on that before his mind would drift to something
else to find new things to think about.

The bus jerked it’s way foward slowly through the traffic and I could feel that
my now empty stomach retching around with it. I was pretty sure that I would
throw up something if this continued, even though there was technically nothing
within my stomach that could be thrown up purely from retching alone. Now,
more than ever, I really wanted to be home so that I can actually take a rest from
all the random happenings that one experiences when one is travelling on the
bus.



Chapter 6

Kah Hao’s [Dream] World

Kah Hao woke up with a slight jolt, at though someone had rudely awakened him
from his slumber on board the bus. Seeing that he had not reached his house
yet, Kah Hao sunk back into the seat of the bus, his instrument bag next to him
on the inner seat—he didn’t really expect there to be a lot of people taking the
bus at that time of the day, and past experience really did show that it was the
case most of the time, except when there was that big event some where along
the bus route that had a few hundred people taking part, and they had all left for
home at the exact same moment—the ensuing barrage of people who charged
up the bus at the bus stop was nothing short of chaotic. It was not long before
Kah Hao had once again drifted off into sleep.

It was the same dream that he had each day, yet each time, the dream was
altered in a subtle but significant way; in one version of the dream sequence
someone could be telling him that he should be doing something, in another
version of the dream, that same person or at least what seemed to be the same
person would tell him the complete opposite of what he had heard before. The
intertwining of the various versions of the dream always seemed to put him in
a nearly perpetual state of confusion—he just had no clue what was it that his
subconscious and unconscious mind was trying to tell him. But the dreams, in
spite of all the variegated forms that they take, all seemed to have a thread of
commonality betwixt them; they all seem to point towards the general idea of the
identity, that is, what the identity of Kah Hao truly is.

On some days, when he thought that he was lucid in his dreaming, Kah Hao
felt as though his experience in life was somehow artificial and fleeting and com-
pletely masking away what could be thought of in his mind as the one true reality
in which he was actually existing in. The lucidity that he had during those points
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of times in the dream, Kah Hao felt that he was somehow more alive, more alert,
more attuned to the surroundings than what he would feel just by being alive in
this reality, the reality of the living, the reality of the awake, the reality of the alive,
the reality where he was a mere student who has a liking for traditional chinese
music and has a certain aptitude in playing a particular instrument within the
context of a particular Chinese Orchestra. That was the cloest thing to a thread
of commonality that Kah Hao found when he was dreaming.

It always began the same way though, its multitude of variations aside. He
would always begin by realising that he was within a bright and white but wall-less
room. He would look downwards at his feet, and realise that he was standing on
what could only logically be a floor, except that it was white, and yet there were
no shadows of him cast on the ground from the illuminance that is around him.
He could feel the solidness of the ground beneath his feet, but whenever he tried
to ascertain if it was indeed ground that he was standing and walking on, all he
could see was that artificial feeling that he got—it was as though some how his
feet were on solid ground and were simultaneously floating gently above the true
surface of the ground. It would always feel surreal to Kah Hao, and once he
discoverd that condition, he would immediately know that it was a replaying of
an old dream and at times, nightmare, and his inherent lucid dreaming process
would proceed.

Always Kah Hao would seem to do the check. Always too will Kah Hao walk in
the general forward direction, without having a real goal in sight for quite a while,
his attention more focused on how his locomotion could even be possible given
the rather impossible and implausible circumstances that could only exist within
the imaginative confines of the subconscious and unconscious dreaming. Within
what would feel like a fewminutes of real time, Kah Hao would slowly discover that
as he walked forwards, his feet would seem to be walking on a surface that would
slowly reveal itself as being less and less dreamy, with the gradual appearance of
a ground at one point, a ground that would begin as blocky rectangles of colour
that would seem to self-organise and reorganise as smaller and more numerous
rectangles of colour, as though there was something organic about the whole
process, as if there were an invisible hand of some sort guiding the evolution of
what was initially a simple and unassuming back drop.

A few hundred paces later, consuming what felt like no time at all, Kah Hao
would eventually discover that the dancing colour rectangles that covered the
ground would be all but gone, and that his shadow was slowly occluding part of
the detail that seemed to be so real, as though the ground were always there,
and that that was the start state of his, never having moved from the particular
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spot. At this point, Kah Hao would look up and look around him, only to find that
the once sanitary and surgically clinical bright white expanse has been replaced
by familiar looking structures like buildings and walls and even trees or grass. He
had tried to control his motions up to this point, but as each dream came about,
he realised that he lacked the willpower to move his virtual self in a direction
different from what has been dictated from within the dream itself—he would
always end up doing what he had always done, with little variation, and seeing
the same sights, never to have the control of the self in spite of his lucidity within
the dream.

Then, as Kah Hao walked forwards a few more paces, the first interaction
occurs. A human-sized nymph-like creature would always appear in front of him,
about three metres away, her arms crossed in front of her petite breasts, the rest
of her body as naked as the body of a new born babe. She would look at Kah
Hao with interest with her glassy green eyes, always following his every move
with a knowing smile upon her face, as though she had somehow retained vivid
memories of the scene, being replayed as many times as Kah Hao had the dream.
Kah Hao would always begin by looking at her big following eyes, and follow them
down to her arms, only to discover her nakedness and averted his eyes, and trying
in vain to walk away from her; his legs would never do his bidding and the end
result would be that he would walk the separating three metres till his face was
within two feet of hers, and that he would look straight ahead into her eyes, with
the view of her bosom populating the recesses of his peripheral vision.

This is where things some time varied across dreams. The nymph-like crea-
ture would say a few things to Kah Hao, most of them unintelligible. But among
those that he could remember or even understand, there were always a few that
provided really bad news, in the form of a prediction of the future, a future that
would always involve Kah Hao himself, whether or not he was willing to accept
it. There was always this feeling of precognition, as though the premonition had
been filtered from some higher power and was being presented to Kah Hao so
that he could be better aware of things and take pre-emptive actions to safeguard
against the calamity, or to devise remedial actions that he could take should the
really terrible thing happened. Yet those messages that were intelligible and re-
membered by any degree were but a small proportion of what the nymph-like
creature would tell him—most of it involved hard to decipher and alien sounding
phonemes, which even made remembering it hard. In spite of not being able
to comprehend the semantics of what the nymph-like creature might have said,
Kah Hao found that his reactions to all of the unintelligble admonitions were al-
ways ever-changing—he would react positively to some strings of syllables, and
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at others, he would feel a chill that would run down his spine, or even to feel
his goosebumps raised on his skin. It was as though the non-verbal compo-
nent of the communication was taking place, and that even without knowing the
language (if it can even be called a language!), Kah Hao could understand the
nymph-like creature completely. And always, after her words of the dream were
delivered, she would slowly dissolve away into the background, the light from the
objects behind her seeping through as though she were made of just the light
figment that comes from a dust cloud. Kah Hao would always try to look for her
after that, even though he knew from all the replays of the dream that she would
not be found no matter how hard he tried.

The next part of the dream would always involve Kah Hao turning away from
where the nymph-like creature would stand and walk in that direction instead.
The surroundings would meld slowly from that of the forest to the concrete jun-
gle, with the completely utilitarian gray floor replacing the myriad of browns and
greens and other natural shades of colour that are the normal features of a forest
ground. Within a few short seconds, Kah Hao would find himself standing on an
empty floor within a large office building, with no partitions nor walls nor any-
thing else other than the pillars. He would look up and attempt to focus far into
the distance on the other side of the bulding, where it seemed that an entrance
was actually available. Looking down on his body, Kah Hao would discover that
he had a black trench coat on, and he would always feel the inside pockets of
his black trench coat, only to find a pair of hand guns of unknown make and cal-
ibre. He would always puzzle over this, lucid or not, and would be aware of the
tell-tale click of a pistol hammer from far across the floor. He would always do
a quick flip to the right, followed by a roll to hide behind one of the pillars that
were available. At this point, Kah Hao would find himself having drawn out the
two handguns from his trench coat pockets, and holding one in each hand.

A loud and distinct sound of a pistol shot would be heard from far across
the floor, where the entrance was supposedly at. Kah Hao would panic for a
while, and then, mustering his courage, he would find himself running for the
exit, each time sprinting from pillar to pillar, dodging bullets that were seemingly
fired in his general direction. He would of course also fight back by firing his
handguns in the general direction of the last shot that he heard, but his goal
was really to reach the exit of the place and leave. This was, of course, where
the dreams differed—sometimes Kah Hao would manage to find a katana on the
ground or stuck in a pillar and use that instead, even though in reality, Kah Hao
never had weapons training of any sort, which include the guns, the katana other
weapons, and yet he found that he was moving and attacking with the ease of a
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seasoned veteran fighter, the weapons being nothingmore thanmere entensions
of his considerably enhanced body. The handguns never needed reloading, and
Kah Hao would always find himself doing death-defying martial arts movements
coupled with judicious firing of the guns at the appropriate time, or the firing
of the automatic mode of the pistol, which rained a literal bullet hell upon his
attackers and providing him with much time to dodge about and make good
progress towards the exit of the floor.

The progress forward would always feel as though it took a very long time,
though in reality, it could have only been a few minutes. Dodging bullets and
fighting back with handguns and other weapons, Kah Hao would make steady
progress forwards, until he found himself at the exit of the floor, where he would
always turn around to find one or two of his adversaries aiming their weapons at
him, and he would always do a leaping split upwards, firing his handguns at the
one or two targets independently of each other, to hit them straight in the neck,
their blood arcing through the air as they fell in the direction in which the bullet
had flown to, their faces contorting to reveal the shock and horror in realisation
that they had been shot fatally. Kah Hao would then land with both his feet
planted firmly in the ground, and he would toss his handguns aside as he reached
out for the door knob with his right hand, turning it and pulling the door open. A
bright light would wash over him and he would find himself once again within the
wall-less room flooded with the bright white light, without any texture anywhere
indicating the ground or any obstacles. He would always feel disoriented, and
would always try to turn around to look for the empty building floor that he had
presumedly left, only to find that the doorway in which he stepped through just
seconds before was no where to be found.

With a quick shift, Kah Hao would then find himself on the sidewalk of a busy
street, with well-dressed office folk walking briskly all around him, each of them
seemingly having a destination that they needed to get to in record time. He
would walk to a crossroad, trying to look at the road sign that would logically
have been there, but each time he looked in that direction, he could only see a
sign with indecipherable symbols—it did not help that each time he looked at
the same sign, the symbols were always different from the last time. Soon, Kah
Hao would give up on trying to find his bearings and would just pick a random
direction and to walk in that direction for a while. Some where along the way, he
would find that he was being followed by someone. Kah Hao would quicken his
pace, walking from his originally leisurely pace to that of being brisk. Inasmuch
as he would try, the person shadowing him would quicken his/her pace also,
matching him stride for stride. In the first few times of the dream, Kah Hao
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would feel very threatened and panicked, but as time went, when he was more
lucid in his dreaming, his panic would subside and he would hasten to the next
step; Kah Hao would abruptly stop in the mid-walk, only to find that his shadow
would stop just as abruptly. Then, Kah Hao would hear a soft whisper in his
head, with something being said. The words were not always intelligible, much
like how the admonitions of the nymph-like creature earlier in his lucid dream.
But they affected him in the same way nonetheless, the chills down the spine, the
feelings of elation and calm, even though the sounds that he heard were probably
different from what he heard from the nymph-like creature.

As quickly as it began, the dream would drift away, with Kah Hao discovering
himself back in the wall-less room of bright white light, with the brightness of
the white light fading ever so quickly to darkness. Kah Hao would then forget
whatever he would dream after that, and it would be roughly when he would
awaken from his slumber, and find himself back in to the reality once more.

Kah Hao was jolted awake for the second time that night, and this time, he
was glad of it. Sitting upright in a groggy state, he looked about him and found
that he was already in his neighbourhood, about two to three bus stops away from
his destination. Grabbing his instrument bag closer, Kah Hao adjusted himself in
the seat and tried to stay awake, his face turning outwards to watch the passing
scenery. When he was about twenty metres away from his stop, he got up from
his seat and pushed the alert button, the one that would sound the alarm and
alert the bus driver that he was ready to alight from the bus at the next stop that
was coming up. Standing next to the rear exit of the bus and holding on to one
of the vertical grab poles of the bus, Kah Hao swayed gently with the motion of
the bus, his thoughts still a little garbled from the lucid dream that he just had
from napping on board.

Within a few short minutes, the bus had stopped at Kah Hao’s bus stop and
the rear exit doors opened up. Kah Hao took his wallet out of his pocket and
tapped the farecard on the wireless sensor. An acknowledging beep followed by
a short display of the amount left in the card appeared on the black on green
LCD screen, and Kah Hao stepped off the bus gingerly, his mind a little more
alert than when he was jolted up a second time.

‘That dream must have been trying to tell me something,’ he thought to him-
self, ‘it has been occurring ever so often, and honestly I don’t think that the re-
currence is something that has no other hidden meaning. Maybe there is some
way for me to find out what it truly meant. . . but I suppose today is not the day.
It is late and I should really be home sleeping. I wonder what Tiffany is doing
though. . . she seemed a little more. . . alluring today, and if I had known better, I
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might even think that she was being a little flirty today.’

Kah Hao was exhausted from the ride and the day’s events and started on the
walk that would take him physically home. The bus stop was about six hundred
metres away from his house, and it was not exactly the most pleasant night to
walk because the wind had stalled again, leaving only a muggy and high ambient
temperature environment in which to move about. The humidity of the air was
stifling to the point that it felt as though one were walking through a viscuous yet
invisible fluid which made breathing substantially more difficult than it should
be; or it could just be that combined with the general lack of energy from the
day’s exertions that made it feel that way.

Kah Hao walked along the curved sidewalk that ran parallel to the curved road
that lead away from the bus stop and towards his home, his mind paradoxically
more alert and less involved than before. His eyes darted from feature to fea-
ture along the path, always on the look out for things that could come his way,
which at times included the careless cyclist who sped on the sidewalks at neck-
breaking speeds with little care nor concern for the slow-moving pedestrians,
to the unobserving driver who sometimes mounted the curb while turning along
the bend due to a moment’s lack of concentration on driving. The fronds from
the ferns that lined the sidewalk also posed some minor threats ever so often,
where if one did not realise that the fronds where there, one could easily walk
into it. Often times, it was only mildly irritating as one had to just deal with the
odd sensations of brushing into a leaf, but sometimes, there were caterpillars
or spider webs or some other unexpected things on the leaves and the after-
math of dealing with those were at times ugly. Kah Hao remembered the one
occasion where a middle-aged woman, who was utterly afraid of spiders, walked
carelessly into a frond and found her nicely coiffed hair being messed up with
the thin wispy spider web that was weaved upon the fronds. She shrieked and
jumped and screamed and yelled and bawled as she tried in vain to brush off the
spider web in her hair, only to make things worse as the web disintegrated on
touch and started to get even more integrated with her hair. It was only after a
few curious and more sympathetic passers-by stopped to hold her still and re-
move the bits and pieces of spider web that she would be sufficiently placated
and calmed to not raise a hullabaloo. That incident alone taught Kah Hao to pay
more attention to his surroundings especially when he was walking around and
interacting with it, lest he be caught unawares like that and commit a faux pas
like how that woman did that day.

Walking beyond the bend, Kah Hao arrived at a pedestrian crossing, which he
crossed swiftly due to the lack of any motor vehicles all around. That took him to
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a traffic island, where he pushed yet another indicator button on the traffic light
there to signal his intentions to cross. This particular crossing was unlike the one
that was found on the road outside the community club—there was no beeping
sound to indicate anything, and unlike that other crossing, there were a total of
four crossing points, to cover each of the roads that lead into and away from
the cross junction. Kah Hao stood on the traffic island, resting most of his body
weight on his right leg, his instrument bag still slung upon his right shoulder, his
mind now drawing a blank other than the pressing need to just get back home
and collapse onto his soft bed for a good night’s sleep. It was a Saturday evening
after all, and he would really want to sleep in for the day the next day, just to beat
the discomforts from the relative lack of sleep over the time that spanned the
greater part of the earlier portion of the week that he just had.

The green walking man signal replaced the red standing man on the traffic
light in the direction that Kah Hao wanted to cross. Taking nearly two seconds
for the significance of that observation to register within his mind, Kah Hao did a
quick glance on both his left and right side for cars before stepping off the traffic
island and walking onto the crossing briskly, in the attempt to get there before
the traffic sign changed again. He got to the opposite traffic island safely and
crossed the pedestrian crossing there in little time to be on yet another sidewalk
along another bent road that led to a small in-road that ran past his apartment.
It was still a good four hundred metres away, and Kah Hao found that his foot
steps were getting ever so heavy the more he walked.

Somewhat stomping his way on the sidewalk, Kah Hao made his way slowly
but surely towards his apartment that was within reach. The keychains on his in-
strument bag clinked against each other on each step, and the wind was slowly
picking up to provide a small breeze that was alleviating part of the mugginess
that had plagued him ever since he got off the bus at the bus stop almost five
minutes ago. The sidewalk passed by a few food places that featured the local
fare, and it was sufficiently late in the evening that even the hawkers in there
were already packing or have already packed for the night, the tables within the
food places already devoid of customers of any sort sans the hawkers who chose
to sit there and drink some beer after what could have been a hard day’s work of
cooking and serving food to their hungry patrons all throughout the day. Some-
times, if he were early, Kah Hao would drop by the food places to get some light
supper to eat before heading for home; that all changed when he started to have
the supper/tea-times with Mr Ang and the rest of the Chinese Orchestra mem-
bers at the hawker centre that was near the community club. But he didn’t really
miss much—food meant little more to him than as a form of sustenance.
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Soon, Kah Hao arrived at the neighbourhood park that was directly in front of
his apartment, and took a short-cut by walking through it, past the flowers and
grass, and through the pseudo-maze made with carefully curated hedges. He
was always walking on the paved grounds, never attempting to cut through the
small pockets of grassy fields—he always thought that it was a bad idea to be
stomping through shrubbery and other greenery just to walk from one place to
another when an obvious path has already been made. Within a few more short
minutes, Kah Hao was at the ground floor of his block and he took the stairs
to the second floor, where he stayed, and opened the door to his apartment, to
go home and take a shower, after which he crashed into his soft bed to get his
much needed sleep, with his instrument bag propped next to the study table in
his room. And the dream that he dreamt on board the bus, the same one that he
had been dreaming for quite a while now, replayed itself once more within his
head, again with some changes in the plot and other little details that he would
fast forget the moment he was all alert from the rest.
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Chapter 7

Next Day

And so I found myself back in the computer laboratory on the third floor once
more, on yet another hot and fetid afternoon. It was Thursday, a lull day, with
hardly anything major going on in school at that time. Extra-curricular activities
were usually held on Tuesdays and Saturdays, with Tuesdays being the general
meetings of all the computer club members and Saturdays being the meetings of
the various sub-groups within the club itself. I was part of the robotics sub-group,
which consisted of me playing with plastic parts and building robots that are
powered by small motors which are connected by a standard battery pack made
by connecting several AA-sized batteries in various configurations to obtain the
best output power for the motors. It was a decently interesting sub-group, but I
suppose that one could only put that many plastic beams and dowels together
before feeling utterly bored with it. But again, I digress.

Thursday afterrnoon, a lull in the usually hectic activities that surround me.
Classes ended at the usual time, and of course I would find myself back in the
computer laboratories, raring to try out something new on the computer. Siew
Wah was conspicuously absent from the room; perhaps he was really going home
early to play that nethack game that he was talking about in fervour yesterday,
when I was slightly groggy from the exertions of the day. In theory, he could have
stayed back and played nethack within the computer laboratories, but there was a
fairly strict rule of not being allowed to play computer games within the computer
laboratories that was in full-force, with infractors unceremoniously marched to
either Ms Tan or to the discipline master. Such occurrences were rare, not the
game playing, but the getting-hauled-to-a-teacher bit. Most of the time, a blind
eye is turned on such illicit activities as long as the people involved were not
being distractive to the rest of the folks who are working on more important
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things in the computer laboratories. And for the case of Siew Wah, I was pretty
sure that he could have easily masked the fact that he was playing a game by
appealling to the fact that it was all text-based and was “surely impossible to
be a game due to a lack of graphics”, a defense that he had once used a long
time ago when he was caught playing “Colossal Cave Adventure” in the computer
laboratories. But that was really a rumour that I had not really confirmed with
him yet—I should probably find a moment to check it out with him to see if it is
true. If it were the case, then the school administration’s capability of handling
the computers and the computer laboratories will be suspect, as even a blatant
lie such as this could slip past them.

I pulled up the swivel chair on the nearest available computer and pushed
the power switch. The fans whirred to life as I heard the surge of power flowing
through the beast, powering up all of its components, from its central processing
unit (CPU) to its hard drives and graphics cards and even its screen. The boot
up process would definitely take a while to complete, and I gently pushed the
keyboards closer into the screen as I laid out the book that I had brought along
today to figure out the programming, with the page being opened to that of heap
sort.

Heap sort is a strange way of sorting an array—instead of doing a divide
and conquer approach like how quick sort or the conceptually simpler merge
sort did, heap sort starts by “adding” each element in the array to an increasing
max-heap, and then mechanically extracts the largest element at the top of the
heap to place at the ever-receding end of the array, each time ensuring that the
heap properties were upheld. The run-time complexity of heap sort was similar
to that of quick sort, since both of them were super-linear and sub-quadratic
in the number of elements in the array. The key differences between them was
that heap sort could be implemented without using recursion, while the recursive
form of quick sort was conceptually easier and could be easily coded, once the
partition portion of the algorithm were determined and written before hand. The
problem with qbasic was that its stack size was fairly limiting, and I didn’t really
want the situation where I had to sort a large array and had to run out of stack
space while running the recursive form of quick sort, and so I thought it was a
good exercise to implement heap sort in qbasic just to see what it could do.

According to the page of the book that I was reading while waiting for the
computer to fully boot up, the main mechanism of heap sort is the correct imple-
mentation of a heap, which was a data structure that had a few useful properties:
it was a left-full binary tree (meaning that the tree was filled completely from left
to right on each level) with the invariant that any node was a logical predecessor
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for any of the children below it. This meant that at any one time, the item on the
top of the heap (which is the top of the associated binary tree) was the item that
was the logical predecessor of all the other nodes in the heap. Of course, con-
tinued the book, since we are interested in sorting an array in ascending order,
we are considering a variant of the heap known as a max-heap, which basically
meant that the root of the heap or tree was really the largest element within the
entire array.

At that point, the computer had booted up completely and was displaying
the log in prompt. After entering my user name and password, I clicked the ‘ok’
button with my mouse and went back to the book, even as the computer was
doing more of its booting up stuff.

The magic of the heap, I read, lies in the manner in which it is built. While it
was common sense to build a binary tree for the heap, it was an unnecessary task
due to the rigid structure that was placed upon the data structure itself. Since
the heap was filling up the binary tree from left to right on each level, it made
more sense to use an array to store the heap, while using simple mathematical
trickery to obtain the array indices for the children and root of every node. One
such encoding scheme was to assign the array of index twice larger than an index
as the left child of that node, and to assign one more than double the index as
the right child of that node; this made it such that if we took the rounded down
value of half the index, we get the index of precisely the root of the node. This
little trickery made the heap structure very space efficient, and would come in
handy when the heap sort was being constructed.

Now that the structure has been determined, the book continued, the next
order of things is to provide functions to allow the addition and extraction of
elements from the heap. Central to the concept of the heap was the heap con-
dition, which was stated to be the invariant that for every node, it was the logical
predecessor for all the nodes in the two sub-trees (left and right) below it. The
book then described the ideas of “bubbling up” and “sinking down”, which pro-
vides the easy mechanism necessary to “float” up logical predecessors from an
insertion to the first free place, and the “sinking” of successors from the root
when one tries to recover the heap property after removing the root of the entire
heap. The book went on into more prose to discuss the correctness of the algo-
rithm, and to demonstrate why heap sort was a viable alternative to quick sort,
among which was the property that heap sort always used a constant amount of
space no matter the size of the array, whereas quick sort would always use ad-
ditional space that was proportional to the logarithm of the number of items in
the array, a situation that would be precarious in a stack-limited system like that
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of qbasic. Fascinated with the work, I read on, not realising that the computer
had already done what it needed to do for the log in process.

Satisfied that I knew what the book was trying to say, I traded its position with
the keyboard, and fired up a command prompt to bring me back into the qbasic
IDE. I attached my USB thumb drive to the computer and quickly saved the file
to it, in case I started working on the code and forgetting to save it to somewhere
that I could easily access later—the school computers have the detrimental effect
of removing all files created on the machine in between reboots, which made
saving any work for later use particularly impossible, which was why there was
always the need to bring in USB flash drives and other nifty easy-to-transport
storage system to make sure that we could always access our data. Of course,
there was always the network storage, but that usually had a limited size to it, and
the network was notoriously choppy and unstable when one needed it the most,
probably a reflection of how rickety it was in handling large volumes of users at
one go.

I started to type up the skeleton of the heap sort sub-routine that I wanted
to work on—the code came surprisingly easy and within a very short amount
of time, I found that I had already put in the very rudimentary code that was
necessary to load up an array with random numbers (for testing), and the code
that would take the sorted array and run a check on it to ensure that the heap
sort subroutine did as it was advertised. The seconds grew into minutes which
grew into hours as I grappled with the much increased complexity in this code
as compared to the median-of-three variant of quick sort that I was working on
yesterday afternoon, just because of all the book-keeping associated with heap
sort that came frommanaging the array as both a heap (from the lowest index up)
and a sorted array (from the largest index down). This made the infamous off-
by-one-error particularly nasty, since it could clobber the existing information
within the array, which would make it hard if not impossible to debug without
careful checking and double-checking of the code.

The soft and constant whirr of the air-conditioning unit was augmented by the
clickety-clack sounds of the keyboards of almost thirty people in the computer
laboratories as they all typed into their keyboards, simultaneously yet not in sync.
The aperiodic rhythm of the keyboard choir was a soothing beat to counter the
lonely sounding whirring of the fan in the background. I worked on the code
for a couple of hours, before I managed to get it to work. Using the ideas that
Siew Wah taught me yesterday, I quickly coded up a bubble sort algorithm in
qbasic and added some timer code to both the sub-routines to test the running
speed. Unsurprisingly, the time taken for the heap sort sub-routine was fairly fast
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compared to that of the bubble sort routine, especially for the larger number of
elements in the arrays. Curious as to whether heap sort would work better than
quick sort, I pulled up my old program and copied the quick sort code over and
ran a similar test. To my surprise, the both of them ran at roughly the same
amount of time, varying only in the milliseconds portion. The variation between
them were sufficiently small that I didn’t really know if there were any significant
difference between the two.

At this moment, Siew Wah burst into the computer laboratory through the
main door. I looked up at him in confusion; wasn’t he supposed to be at home
playing nethack or something? Why then was he back here in the computer lab?

“Heng Kar are you in there?” Siew Wah sounded a little breathless in his
speech.

“Eh, please do not shout in the computer lab,” the computer laboratory tech-
nician said to Siew Wah from his post at the computer terminal right in the front
of the lab facing the rest of the machines.

Ignoring him, Siew Wah looked around before he espied me along the wall
that housed the exit. “Ah there you are! We need to go!” He said to me as
he stepped past the door and entered the computer lab proper. His shirt was
reeking of the smell of perspiration, as though he had just ran from somewhere
while still being in the ridiculous heat that was the norm for an afternoon on this
side of the world.

“Eww, Siew, what had you been doing? You smell of sweat and stuff. . . also,
why do we need to go? I thought you had gone home early to play that game that
you were raving about yesterday?” I said as I surrepticiously saved my work to
the USB flash drive and quietly quit out of the qbasic IDE. The last thing I wanted
was to leavemy work behind or, worse, have a corrupted file onmy storage device
because Siew Wah decided to drag me out of the lab by force; that happened
before and the result wasn’t pretty since I had to spend another three hours after
that retyping a good part of the report that I was working on that was due the
next day some time back.

“No time to talk about it, just pack your stuff and come along with me. That
nethack game has got to wait; we need to go get some hardware for Saturday.
The server that we were training on for the competition was toasted some time
last night, and the system administrators were being prissy and refused to repair
the thing in time for training. I’m going to get some parts to build a tempo-
rary server to house somewhere so that our training can continue this Saturday.
Damn competition is coming up and these things keep happening. . . this is very
annoying.”
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“Wait what?” I protested, “Does Ms Tan know about this? Did she agree to
get a new machine like that?”

“She knows about this, and she said she could probably grab the server’s hard
drive out for us, but we need to get a machine to run the thing on. I could rebuild
most of the machine on Friday and cobble something that can work by Saturday
morning, but what we need now the most is a machine to plug the damn thing
into.”

“Have you tried askingMs Tan for freemachines to act as a temporary server?”
I said as I hastily shut down the computer while removing my USB flash drive
from the socket.

“Yes of course I did! I don’t want to spend money like this you know,” he
snapped, “but Ms Tan said that all the machines within the school are under
contract from the same company that provided us with the system administra-
tors, and if any of the computers were opened up and otherwise modified, the
warrantee on the machines as well as the service contracts on them will be nul-
lified. She said that she didn’t want to risk that; it was better if the machines
were homogenously maintained or something like that. . . I mean, I even offered
to help her maintain that machine that we repurpose as a server, but she said
no and said basically that if we brought in our own machine, she wouldn’t mind
it connected to the network to act as our server—she would even let us maintain
it ourselves and keep the system administrators out of our way. The caveat was
that it had to be a donation to the school—there were no funds to purchase an-
other machine at that time. So I told her, ‘okay, I’ll do it!’ and now here we are.
So let’s go. . . ”

“Woah. . . ” I protested a little, as I pushed the swivel chair underneath the
table as the computer powerd itself down completely, “we’re talking about almost
a thousand dollars worth of hardware here. Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I don’t care. It’s a machine, it’s a server, and it is important for the pro-
gramming team. If we don’t have that server up and running and doing all the
judging for us, the team will not get enough training to be able to beat the other
schools at the national competitions. I can probably ask my parents to donate
the machine to the school or something, or I can finance it on my own. All those
prize money from programming competitions will come to a good use after all.”

I was stunned. I never knew that Siew Wah had amassed a small fortune
just from winning programming competitions alone. That was the newest piece
of news for me that I had ever known about Siew Wah. More interestingly, I
never knew that he would hoard up all those prize money and be so generous
in spending it on something for the team. I seriously started to reconsider my
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opinion of Siew Wah as just another hacker/geek.
“Okay, where are we heading then?” I asked as I followed Siew Wah to the

exit of the computer lab, where he had already impatiently held the door open.
“Of course we are heading to Sum Lum Mall! Where else are we going to get

a new server on a budget?” Siew Wah said in a rather annoyed tone.
I was stunned once more. I have only heard of the infamous Sum Lum Mall,

and that was only because of the crackdowns by the police on the purported large
scale sale of pirated software like the Microsoft Windows operating system and
even some games spanning those for the consoles from Nintendo to those for
the personal computer. I was vaguely aware of Sum Lum Mall as being a good
place for shopping for computer hardware for the do-it-yourself enthusiast. From
the way Siew Wah said it, it seemed that he was no stranger to that place at all.
I wondered how many machines he had assembled by then.

“But Sum Lum Mall is on the east side of the island! How are we going to get
there and get the parts and return here in time before they close up the place?”

“Who said we were returning today?” Siew Wah said somewhat irately as he
grabbed his school bag from the locker while I did the same. “We’ll go there
by cab, grab the parts, and then bring to my house. I will assemble the thing
tonight and lug it to school tomorrow and ask Ms Tan to free up an ethernet
cable to connect to the machine. It’s Friday after all, and I need to get things
working before the training on Saturday. Oh speaking of the training, don’t forget
that you are supposed to turn up also.”

“Huh? Was that confirmed? What about my involvement in the robotics divi-
sion?”

“Forget about that for a while. I’ve already talked to Ms Tan, and she approved
of shifting you temporarily to the competitive programming training squad for
this couple of months to see what you can do. If you do better here, you might
get transferred to the training team permanently, otherwise you can go back to
your original division.”

‘That sounded interesting,’ I thought to myself as I followed Siew Wah down
the spiral stairs to the first floor. ‘At least it would be something different from
assembling small bricks to motors.’

“Hey, hurry up and stop brooding so much!” Siew Wah commanded as he
walked briskly to the porch that was in the same wing of the building as the
general office. “The cab I called is already here!”

“Holy— Just how much money do you have to do things like that?”
“I have enough! Just hurry up if you want to come along—I don’t mind if you

don’t want to.”
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“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” I said as I followed hurriedly in his footsteps and
slid into the back seat of the cab, shutting the door quickly behind me as I did
so.

“Okay Uncle, Sum Lum Square,” Siew Wah told the taxi driver from the front
passenger seat. “And make sure we get there fast!”

“Yeah, sure. Got any preferred route?”
“No. Just pick the fastest route—it will do fine.” Siew Wah replied somewhat

nonchalantly as he buckled up his seat belt.
I set my school bag to my side and did the same as the cab sped off to the

exit of the school and onto the main road where it was en route towards the
infamous Sum Lum Square. I was simultaneously anticipating and somewhat
frightened of what we might find at that mall. It was, after all my first time there,
and considering the reputation of the place, the last thing I wanted was to be
accidentally busted along with the illegal vendors. Worst still, since we were in
school uniform, the ensuing scandal would definitely cost us more than a few
lashings—the school itself would probably be affected as well.

Throughout the ride, Siew Wah seemed to be unusually silent, as though deep
in thought. Without really thinking much, I too kept quiet and looked out at the
scenery that was passing us by. It has been a long while since I took a cab
to anywhere, and I was determined to make sure that I enjoyed this one, from
the speed of the vehicle on the highways, to the weaving driving technique that
taxi drivers were known to do to shave off those precious seconds to an already
hectic driving pace. These were the little joys that I could not really feel when
taking the bus and the transit train.

The cab ride was fairly uneventful; the only thing that happened with any sort
of frequency was my constant dozing off and jolting back awake as the scenery
and the cool lull of the air-conditioning in the cab sent me to and fro la-la land.
It was hard to fight the Z monster, considering that it was the end of yet another
school day, and that it was an afternoon after all, a Thursday afternoon nonethe-
less, the afternoon before the big thing that was the weekend. Siew Wah was not
talking at all from his front seat all this while, and it was a little confusing, since
he was not one to remain in reticence for long. I didn’t really question him about
that; I was enjoying the ride too much to care. Soon though, we arrived at the
front glass doors of Sum Lum Mall.

“Okay sir, that will be twenty one dollars and fifty cents,” the cab driver said
to Siew Wah.

“Sure, here’s twenty two. Keep the change, and please print a receipt for me,”
Siew Wah said as I opened up one of the back doors of the cab to disembark,
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remembering to bring my school bag along with me. Looking through the wind-
shield, I could see that SiewWah was sitting there somewhat impatiently, waiting
for the receipt printer to complete its job and for the cab driver to hand him the
receipt for the ride. The deed done, Siew Wah opened up the front passenger’s
door and stepped out of it, after unbuckling his seat belt of course.

“Hey, you’re going to claim this from Ms Tan later?” I asked as we walked
towards the inviting glass doors of the infamous mall.

“Yeah, I’m going to try to do so, even though she didn’t tell me if I could or
not. I suppose twenty bucks is nothing compared to the amount that we’d be
spending on building the machine. Oh, we obviously need to take a cab after
this; I think I can get my dad to send you home from my house after you help
me carry the parts to mine for assembly.”

A blast of cool air from within the opened doors of the mall welcomed us as
though we were dignitaries of the highest and most prestigious order. The sights
and the sounds of the bustling mall took my breath away—it was a hacker’s wet
dream, with rows upon rows of shops that sold nothing but the more powerful
and most arcane computer hardware parts that a consumer with money can buy
today, with each shop having its own unique identity to catch the geek’s senses.
Some shops were austere-looking ones, with a sense of the timeless business-
only look that appealed to some of the more serious geek. Others were as flam-
boyant in their presentation as possible, decked out with bright synchronised
coloured LED lamps arranged in various shapes and programmed to show dif-
ferent colour patterns, and some even had green laser displays on their shop
walls, to advertise the products and the sales that they were having within the
shop itself. Yet there were others that looked like they were part of some su-
permarket chain, with neat rows and columns and cashiers manning well-lined
cash registers, all of which can be seen from the outside because of the large
full-panelled glass that graced its exterior, much like how a normal grocery su-
permarket does.

“Eh, you done gaping?” Siew Wah said to me, snapping me once more out of
my little inner world.

“Oh yeah, right. We need to get parts for a machine. Where ought we head
to now, Siew?”

“So what usually happens is that we walk around the mall and collect all the
little advertising leaflets that the stores hand out. Then we go somewhere quiet
to sit down and grapple with what we want and where we can get the cheapest
part or even set. But you know what,” Siew Wah said in an uncharacteristically
detached voice, “today I’m just going to be lazy and go to my usual supplier to
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get parts. Sometimes I can get better discounts from him just because I have
been a regular there for quite some time now.”

‘Quite some time now!’ I thought to myself in amazement, ‘Just how long has
Siew Wah been building machines?’

“Oh, I’ve been building computers for people since I was twelve,” Siew Wah
said with a little smirk on his face, as though he had read my thoughts. “It’s just
that once word got out that I knew how to assemble computers, many people
started asking me to do it for them. First it was relatives, then it became friends.
On average, I build a new computer for someone about once every two to three
months.”

“Wow. Just. . . wow!” I was flabbergausted. “You never seemed to have built
me a computer in spite of me knowing you since primary six!”

“Heh, that’s because you never asked.” Ah Siew Wah! That blunt you is back.
“Okay, my regular supplier is on the sixth floor. You wanna take the escalator

or the elevator? I would opt for the elevator, but since this is your first time here,
maybe the escalator can show you more of the mall itself.”

“Well, we’re in kind of a rush right? Let’s just go up with the elevator and then
on the way down we can use the escalator and see the things that are around.”

“Okay, it works. Let’s go then!”
And with that, we walked about fifty paces to the elevator. The elevator itself

was like a walking piece of advertisement, with decals of the various big names of
computer hardware and software adorning it, with slogans about having “better
stability” and “faster than the other competitors” meant to draw consumers to
their product over their rivals’. Siew Wah pushed the button with the up-arrow
symbol on it, it lit up and we waited for the elevator to come down. The mall
was surprisingly busy on a weekday; I asked Siew Wah about it and he explained
that it was the right time for students to get out of school and to swing by to
buy some software from some of the shops, which I learnt was an indirect way of
saying that there were many students who came to the mall after school to shop
for some of the pirated games, simply because they were much cheaper than
the original ones. Some of my friends in class have told me the difference in
cost from a more practical perspective: an original game cost at least ten days’
worth of five dollars of allowance per day, while the pirated version usually cost
no more than a couple of days’ worth of allowances. Since students like playing
games and the originals are always so expensive, it seemed to make economic
sense to just purchase the pirated one instead.

With a soft ding (soft only because themall was not exactly quiet), the elevator
doors open and the carriage full of people started to empty it. I was amazed at
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the kinds of things that they were lugging around; some of them were carrying
boxes of LCD computer screens, while there were a few others who were carrying
out boxes that contained laptop computers that they just purchased from one of
the many stores upstairs. There were still others who had purchased the parts
necessary to build a complete computer, and were carrying large red plastic bags
full of the components necessary to do so. Siew Wah held the door for them by
holding on the up arrow button outside, and once the throng of people cleared,
we stepped into the elevator and pushed the button labelled six. The doors slid
close with a rattle and shut completely with a slight bang, and I could feel myself
being pushed to the ground as the elevator made its descent upwards.

“This lift is so shaky,” I said as I tried in vain to hold on to the guard rails
around.

“Heh, of course it is. Sum LumMall has been around for quite a while already,
and while most of the interior has been upgraded and refurbished to keep up with
the times, the elevators were still the same as the ones that were originally in
here about fifteen years ago. The flow of people has always been great, and while
maintenance is of course done on a regular basis, it is really hard to maintain
what will be normally known as an aging dinosaur. Don’t complain and just enjoy
the ride.”

Soon though, the shakiness of the elevator came to a stop and I found my
weight easing up from my legs. The doors slid open, again with a rattle, and
I quickly stepped out, with Siew Wah following behind closely. We walked into
the wall of people with plastic bags of various sizes, obviously patrons who were
done with their shopping for the day and were ready to head off to wherever they
wanted to go. It was a little hard to squeeze through, but we managed fine. I
motioned to Siew Wah to lead me to his regular shop, which he acknowledged
with a slight nod of his head.

Siew Wah led me away from the bustling centre of the sixth floor and towards
one of the seedier-looking regions, where the human traffic flow was much less-
ened and the stores were less flashy in decor. Suddenly he stopped in front of
a dark glass door and motioned me to follow him in. He pushed the door open,
which tinkled the windchimes that were hung on the handle that was facing the
inside of the store. The interior did not look welcoming, since it shared a similar
shadiness that I found to be a little discomforting.

“Oi, come on in Heng!”
“Uh. . . ” I stammered, “sure. . . ” I walked into the store and the door closed

gently behind us.
We were inside a shop whose lighting was mostly dimmed, with spotlights
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targetting special alcoves where a particular product was on display. I realised
that part of the reason why I felt the place to be shady was the lack of a friendly
decor, and the overall lack of illumination of the place.

“Eh, who’s that?” A creaky sounding voice came from the back of the room,
behind a velvet curtain.

“Ah, Mr Cheong! It’s me, Siew Wah!”
“Oh, Siew Wah!” The voice changed from being creaky to something more

normal, “it’s you! Building a new computer again?”
Mr Cheong stepped out from behind the velvet curtain. He was a strange

sight, since he was dressed in black from top to toe; black long sleeved shirt
with a high collar, black long straight cut pants with a black belt adorned by a
plain silver buckle, and patent black leather shoes on his feet. Apart from that
all-black attire, Mr Cheong seemed like a normal looking thirty-year-old, which
made me all the more confused over why he was speaking in a creaky voice in
the first place before learning that it was only Siew Wah and I.

“Yes Mr Cheong, new computer. This time, it’s purpose is going to be a server
connected to a one hundred megabit per sec network. My budget is about eight
hundred dollars, no need for monitor nor other peripherals. Should have decent
processing power. Think you can come up with something?”

“Heh, of course, of course. . . there’s always something that I can come up
with given the specification of needs. . . have I ever disappointed you before on
this? Anyway, who’s this chap with you? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before,”
Mr Cheong said as he eyed me with interest.

“Hi Mr Cheong, I’m Heng Kah, SiewWah’s friend. We’re in the same computer
club in school.”

“Ah! I see, I see. Siew Wah, this one is the one you said have potential to be
a good programmer?”

“Yeah pretty much. What do you think?”
“Well. . . needs work. Also I think I have the best set up for your budget and

requirements. Let’s get to the counter to discuss this.”
“Uh Mr Cheong?” I asked hesitatingly.
“Yeah?”
“Why did you speak in a creaky voice earlier?”
“Oh, I only deal with people who know what they want, not any random con-

sumer. Here at Cheong Computers, we only sell parts to hackers who deserve
the best bang for the buck—all the others can just buy their parts from other sup-
pliers; since they don’t know what they need, they can just get it from someone
else and have no need for these über high quality parts.”
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“Oh, okay,” I replied, somewhat confused at what he was saying.
“Heng, you should come over and have a look at what Mr Cheong has picked

for us,” Siew Wah said as he motioned me to join him over at the counter. I
nodded and walked towards him, taking the remaining seat, and poured over the
specification sheets that Mr Cheong had already laid out.

“Since you folks needed a server with decent processing power and have no
need for any of the high end graphics stuff, I took the liberty to swap out the
graphics card for some serious memory and a mid-range processor and a set of
one terabyte drives for you to use any RAID configuration that you need. I trust
that you want to use software RAID due to its flexibility—given the processor
choice, I think it should be fine. As for the power supply, we can provide you
with the standard one with built in smoothing and surge protection; that should
give you enough clean power. The motherboard is the mid-range one that we
have with build in heat sink and heat dissipator for the processor. The chassis
has two inlet fans and two outlet fans, which should help in maintaining a low
enough operating temperature for the overall unit. Oh, I believe you have your
own operating system, since I did not include any in this bundle. This should
come up to about seven hundred and ninety dollars.”

Siew Wah listened to Mr Cheong’s words and poured over the finer details of
the specifications, his eyes scanning them as though it were the laser in the bar
code reader scanning a bar code. His face was one of intense concentration, as
though he were internalising and juggling with the myriad of minutae that were
printed on the information sheets, that somehow he was making sense of the
whole picture just by reading all these details that I had difficulty in compre-
hending.

After what felt like a very long time, Siew Wah spoke up.
“Okay Mr Cheong, I think the set up looks very nice. Small change though: I

don’t need terabyte storage for this rig. Just a couple of two hundred fifty gigs
should be enough—I’m running RAID-0 just for the speed, make sure that we
have space for at least three drive. It’s not going to be used in a mission critical
twenty-four/seven set up, so we don’t need that kind of capability. Oh, I also
need IDE interfaces in addition to SATA, might require SCSI also since there
might be an old drive or two that I need to connect to. Load up all four slots of
the memory socket with two gigs each; that should be ample for what we want.”

“Okay Siew Wah, that would bring prices down to six hundred and eighty.
Sounds good?”

“Yeah, that will do. Thanks Mr Cheong.” Siew Wah said as he handed the
information sheets back to Mr Cheong.
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I was shocked and amazed at how the entire process was carried out. It was
so fast and slick, and done with surgical precision. Siew Wah was talking to Mr
Cheong not as a young person to an adult, but as equals; such is his mastery
in the craft. That there was little haggling also took me by surprise—from the
various conversations that I had around with my other school mates, it would
appear that each time they came to Sum LumMall to purchase parts, they always
had to haggle to obtain the best possible price. Yet tucked in this corner away
from the main traffic flow was a shop that didn’t have that practice, but still had
products that were sold at a price that was much lower than most of the shops
that were outside. I made a mental note to pick Siew Wah’s brains on how he
got to know a dealer like Mr Cheong and how he managed to establish such a
rapport with him such that he could easily have any pick of the hardware within
the store and could still come out with a relatively good bargain.

Mr Cheong disappeared behind the velvet curtain while clutching the infor-
mation sheets that Siew Wah had handed back to him, and emerged a little later
with a small neat pile of boxes, of which their exterior betrayed their contents.
Of course the boxes contained the components of the new server that Siew Wah
was going to build to replace the one that had broke. Mr Cheong laid out the
boxes on the counter top for Siew Wah to review.

“I will bring out the chassis in a bit Siew Wah. Meanwhile, feel free to take a
look at the components and we can change it on the spot if you request for it.
Due to your budget, I have restricted the components to some where within the
mid-range level that my shop has on stock, but I assure you that the quality is
remains uncompromised.”

“You know that ‘mid-range’ in your shop is probably equivalent to the highest
ranges that the other shops outside are selling. Meanwhile, let me look through
the parts again.”

“You flatter me, Siew Wah. Let me go and take out your chassis so that you
can have a quick look at it if you want.” Mr Cheong said as he dodged behind
the velvet curtain again.

Siew Wah didn’t need to be reminded twice. He checked the packing on the
boxes, reading the printing, and was basically engrossed in the whole affair. I
was still at the counter, looking at this with great curiousity, as I had never seen
anyone buy computer parts like that; it seemed too smooth sailing for Siew Wah
to get the parts he needed. A short while later, Mr Cheong reappeared from
behind the velvet curtain holding a fairly large cardboard box with the label of
the word ‘chassis’.

“Here’s the final part. Is there anything missing, Siew Wah?”
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“Nah, seems okay. Once again, a good job done, Mr Cheong.”
“No no no, it’s always a pleasure to help.” Mr Cheong said as he took the cash

out of his pocket and handed it to him.
“Stop looking like a blur sotong Heng. Help me carry these downstairs. . .

we’re catching another cab that I have waiting for us.” Siew Wah said as he
helped to pack the boxes into several plastic bags for easy carry around.

I got out of my daze and stepped in to help them with the task.
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Chapter 8

Closer

The month is now November, one month after Tiffany and Kah Hao decided to
perform a dizi solo with the yangqin duet, in a piece also known as huanlege,
or “a song about happiness”. For the last four rehearsals, Kah Hao and Tiffany
met up earlier at the music room in the community club, practising their parts
together to establish a common understanding on the presentation of the piece,
to work towards a common vision that would cumulate from their joint endeav-
ours. It was not an easy piece to get right; the dizi portion had a lot of techniques
involved, including the one that Kah Hao was most dreaded about—playing sec-
tions at a time using only one sustained breath. It was not the case that Kah
Hao had bad stamina to control his breath into that fine jet stream that was nec-
essary for the correct execution of those portions, but that it was just annoying
to play since it often meant that precious air was drained, which made the parts
further on (especially those really fast ones) more hectic because of the need to
change the style in which he was blowing across the blow hole of the dizi. Tiffany
was struggling a little on her yangqin also; her parts were predominantly full of
chorded sixteenth notes, with an arpeggiated feel to their rhythm. This coupled
with Kah Hao’s rather inconsistent tempo due to his need to play the piece in a
manner that sounded “meaningful” meant that keeping up with him was a full-
time job. That made all the rehearsals together ever important, since it was only
through repetitive practice that the both of them could play with the same form
of expression—the rapport that was so desperately needed.

Kah Hao and Tiffany had not really played the piece in its entirety; they had
opted to focus on each section of the piece somewhat independently from the
others to obtain a better understanding. Now that almost a month had passed,
it was time to actually put the parts together and play the piece in its entirety
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just to see if the individual interpretations of each section sounded complete
under the holistic piece. Naturally, Mr Ang was within ear shot of their rehearsals;
while he did not really take an active role in helping them find the sound that
they were looking for, he would stop what he was doing to listen to their playing
ever so often, and would sneak in a couple of suggestions indirectly to them
for consideration, often done under the guise of having late night supper/tea
with them. Little by little, the soundscape was built and finally it was time to
play the entire piece for Mr Ang formally for him to critique and to perhaps help
correct some of their misconceptions. After all, having only two months left on
the rehearsal calendar was actually a much shorter time that it would seem, since
they only rehearsed together on Saturday evenings.

“Okay, everyone keep quiet for now. Tiffany, shift your yangqin over to the
centre of the room, where you would normally sit during the full Chinese Orches-
tra rehearsals. Kah Hao, stand to the right of her yangqin. Move your music
stands over also if you have to—it’s okay if you haven’t memorised your parts yet.
Alright, on my cue, you two’ll start,” Mr Ang said, as he waved the other people in
the music room shut and motioned that he was ready to listen to Kah Hao and
Tiffany’s rendition of huanlege.

“Alright, let’s do this,” Kah Hao said as he readied his dizi.
Kah Hao stood still, his dizi extending out to his right, his fingers holding the

instrument firmly but not tightly. Tiffany had her yangqin mallets on the ready
also, waiting for Kah Hao’s signal that he was beginning. Once he was sure that
he had her attention, Kah Hao did a quick tip-toe, bringing his head up higher
than its rest position and nodded downwards back to neutral as he played the first
few notes of the leading phrase. Tiffany caught the cue and timed herself to join
in at exactly where her part was supposed to start, and their joint performance
officially began.

The piece began with a luscious sound from the dizi, at a moderate pace
with a slight beat to it, accentuated by the chord structures from the yangqin at
the appropriate moments. Kah Hao and Tiffany rode out the crescendoes and
decresendoes like surfers on a rolling wave. The intrepid sounds of the dizi led
the stoic sounding yangqin chords willy-nilly through the ensuing soundscape,
always seemingly ahead, yet at the same time, no further ahead than that of the
accompaniment. Yet in all the frolicking, the two sounds never deviated much
from the moderate tempo that was dominant in the first half of the piece—their
playful interactions made that portion serious yet refreshing, stoic yet with a
strong sense of humour and need for fun. As the front part simmered down to
a soft close, the pace was slowly picking up once more as the dizi did a slow,
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soft ramp up the plethora of sixteenth and eighth notes to build up the pace
towards the second part of the song, where it was significantly faster than the
beginning. What began as a very slow start up gradually gave way to a delightful
riot of quick-dashing sixteenth notes; the yangqin picked up the pace with strong
chords interspersed with runs of harmonic sixteenth notes of the melody, which
gave the sense of urgency and adrenaline rush that that portion of the piece
required. As that portion drew to a noisy close with the yangqin going full out
with chord structures everywhere, the dizi picked up even more speed, playing
the same melody simplified to eighth notes but at nearly one hundred and fifty
percent of the speed. That gave the illusion of the ‘reversing carriage spokes’—
the piece was actually going faster but it sounded like it was going a little slower
due to the length of the notes that were being used to make up that musical
phrase. The climax built as the two instruments sprinted forward with a great
adrenaline rush and a strong sense of ecstasy before the sudden cliff-hanger
where both Tiffany and Kah Hao stopped playing for that one-second duration,
where by Kah Hao continued with a progressively slower playing of the ending
motif that started off much slower than the music at that point, and Tiffany com-
ing in with the chords on her yangqin at the right moments. They ended on a
strong note, an almost anti-climax of all the build up throughout the piece.

Kah Hao brought his dizi down from his face and Tiffany rested her mallets
on the top of the yangqin, the both of them looking at Mr Ang, waiting eagerly for
his comments and hoping in their heart of hearts that the comments would be
good. It was, after all, the first time that they played the piece in its entirety, and
while it sounded good to them, there could be a strong enough bias that there
is the likelihood that perhaps it was not as good as they hoped for.

Mr Ang’s eyes were closed, and his head was nodded downwards, as though
he were sleeping throughout the whole rendition. But that was so far from the
truth of the matter that it was ludicrous; Mr Ang usually closed his eyes and
dropped his head to pay close attention to the piece that he was listening to
if he wanted to focus on it and nothing else, so as to absorb the piece in its
entirety and to feel the nuances and subtlety that the performers were conveying
through the piece. It was a difficult art to practise, and till date, even Kah Hao
cannot really tell much about that, in spite having played the dizi and listening to
Chinese orchestral music for a few years now. It was probably one of those things
that a professional musician would learn to do just to survive, or it could be an
innate ability that was mildly hereditary, like the idea of perfect pitch, of which
Kah Hao was sure he did not have. Mr Ang’s eyes were closed a few seconds too
long, and that made Kah Hao and Tiffany feel uneasy about the matter.
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‘Man,’ Kah Hao thought to himself, ‘Did we play it so badly that Mr Ang needed
to decide on a way to break the bad news to us such that we wouldn’t be too
bummed out by his comment?’

Just as Kah Hao was thinking about that, Mr Ang’s eyes opened and he took
a look at Kah Hao, and then at Tiffany.

“Alright. Here’s what I think: the overall presentation of this piece is re-
spectable; there are few technical errors and the emotive content is sufficiently
expressed. But I think that it would be much, much preferred if you two look
out and exaggerate at the piano parts This is to make sure that by the time
you hit forte, you would have enough explosve power to go that high in volume.
Remember that loudness in music is a relative construct; the greater the differ-
ence in the levels of the loudness at various points in the music, the greater the
impact on the listener because it becomes easier for them to associate some
emotions to the varying loudness. As for the slow part, Kah Hao you should prac-
tise a little more on your breathing—you did seem a little out of breath by the
time you hit the last few notes on the musical phrase that required you to play in
one breathing. Again what I said about loudness can help you here: since these
parts require piano or mezzo-piano dynamics, you should play as softly as you
can, this will immediately reduce the amount of air you need for the blowing jet
stream and can allow you to extend out your breath to fill up the entire musical
phrase of four bars. One thing that you two might look out for is your handling of
the loud phrases—they sound uncontrolled and bore a very heavy feel to it. This
song is huanlege, so try to be more ‘dainty’ in your presentation. Loud notes do
not require the ‘heavy’ sound to them—get your accents in the right place. The
allegro and allegretto parts are not too shabby, but as usual, more practice will
work wonders in making them ever so fluid. Remember that fluidity is the most
important thing in this piece—it is the style that needs to be replicated exactly
in order to conform to what the composer had in mind when he wrote this piece
of music. Any questions?”

Kah Hao looked at Mr Ang, his jaw dropping to the ground. It was a rather
thorough analysis of the rendition, and was frankly amazed that Mr Ang could
pick out all these nitty-gritty despite just listening to their complete performance
once. At this point, Tiffany spoke.

“Mr Ang, I have a lot of chord-like parts to play in this piece. Some of these
chords are rather awkward and I think I keep missing them once in a while as I
catch up. Is there any way to work this out?”

“Well Tiffany, the chord structures are there to provide the driving tempo for
the whole piece as the dizi plays through the melodic phrases. Like the dizi, you
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should also pay attention to your dynamics. But not like the dizi, you need to place
accents on your chords correctly in order to have a good solid forward moving
tempo, otherwise you’ll just sound like really loud noise in the background. Again,
if you match the dizi in dynamics while maintaining accents, it would be less
awkward for you to reach out and get the chord notes in the right places, since
you are using less energy to move the mallets around. Remember that light touch
equals quicker speed, and light touch also means playing a little softer. Never
forget that microphones exist; you should make use of that to play at a proper
loudness so that you have better control over the nuances and subtleties in your
instrument.”

Tiffany nodded at Mr Ang’s words and said that she would be sure to heed
his advice while playing it. Looking at Kah Hao, who gave a small shrug, Tiffany
flipped the music back to the begining of the piece and motioned to him to try
again. Kah Hao shook his head.

“Nah, I think I need to take a little break. I’m feeling a little woozy from that
exertion. You want to come along and get a drink from the vending machine
downstairs?”

“Hmm. . . I think I want to practise my part a little more. Why don’t you go
get the drink yourself and when you return, we can probably try it again if there’s
still time?” Tiffany said politely as she looked at Kah Hao in anticipation of his
reaction.

“Well. . . I suppose I can do that. Alright, I’ll be back in a bit.” Kah Hao put
his dizi down into the instrument bag that lay open at his feet near the yangqin
and carefully zipped up the bag. “Tiffany, look after my stuff, okay?”

“Sure.”
Kah Hao took a few strides to the exit of the rehearsal room and opened the

resistant door. The spring catch on the door was always out of balance in terms
of tension; it was always ridiculously hard to open the door from the inside, par-
ticularly since it was a door that was hinged in such a way that it opened inwards
from the outside, which required a fairly strong pull force just to yank it open.
At least there was a narrow rectangular window embedded in the door so that
one could always see if there were anyone near the door when one was exerting
force—this ensured that people wouldn’t get hurt from the fast moving door when
it moved. Kah Hao got onto the corridor and closed the door slowly behind him,
a hard task given the tension in the spring, but a necessary one because he did
not want to disrupt any of the people who were currently practicing in the music
room prior to the actual rehearsal.

Kah Hao walked along the corridor outside the music room towards the stairs,
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his mind deep in thought about the words that Mr Ang said. He felt as though he
was somehow not up to the task of the performance, that what Mr Ang said were
glaring enough mistakes that would make the rendition that he put up inferior,
and that he might even be boo-ed off the stage. But then he also remembered
that Mr Ang had actually complimented that it was not really that bad, and that
the things that he were highlighting were just things that could make a good
rendition even better.

Kah Hao shook his head to clear his mind as he descended the three storeys’
worth of stairs to get to the vending machines. He slipped a dollar coin into
the coin slot and picked a soya bean canned drink, his favourite. The machine
spat out the can of drink and the ten cents of change, which Kah Hao picked
up and kept in his wallet. He lifted off the tab of the can and started to gulp
down mouthfuls of the sweet non-carbonated drink. Perhaps it was just an issue
of needing to prove himself, that in spite of the fact that he was among the
youngest in the orchestra, he was at a musicality level that was still higher than
the rest of the older but newer members; that could be a strong reason why Kah
Hao felt it necessary to reproach himself over the slight criticisms that Mr Ang
was providing as a means of giving them feedback on how they were doing in
executing the piece.

Kah Hao stood on the ground floor and continued to gulp his can of soya
bean milk, stopping ever so often to catch a breath of air before continuing his
chugging. He would have brought the canned drink up into the rehearsal room,
but the community club had a strict policy that prohibited the consumption of
food and drink of any sort on any floors other than the ground floor. The only
exception they ever made was the consumption of plain water, and that was only
because there was a mild protest by the users of the community club that the
rules were too draconian and uncaring about the plight of the other younger and
elder users of the community club, who are the most likely to actually require
drinks throughout the day from the higher floors, simply because it is hard for
them to actually come downstairs to the ground floor to consume their water.

As Kah Hao finished up the last few drops of his soya bean milk drink, he
found that his head was a little clearer than before, and that his mood was back
to the usual eurythmic stage. Apparently he had already internalised what Mr
Ang had said, and had thrown out the initial misgivings that he had earlier about
himself and his ability to play his dizi. With renewed purpose, Kah Hao walked up
the three storeys’ worth of stairs once more and reached the third floor corridor,
where he walked towards the music room again. Upon reaching the door, Kah
Hao looked through the small window to make sure that there was no one behind
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it before rotating the handle clockwise and using his body weight to open the
door. The force sent the door flying open and striking the wall with great strength
and creating a loud bang that startled everyone in the room.

“Uh, hey Kah Hao, they fixed the door just after you have gone downstairs for
a drink, so erm, you needn’t have done that.”

“Oh my goodness! I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. . . I didn’t know that. . . ” Kah
Hao apologised profusely to everyone in the music room while his face turned
into a crimson red from sheer embarassment.

“Heheh. . . welcome back!” Tiffany jibed playfully as she walked towards him
from the counter top of one of the low height cabinets along the wall, having
picked up the new music that they were rehearsing that night. “Got a good en-
ergising drink?”

“Ugh. . . stop teasing me. . . do we have time to practise together one more
time? I think I might have gotten the hang of what Mr Ang was trying to say.”

“Nope. It seems like we are starting early for this evening. New piece, see?”
Tiffany said as she waved the new music scores in front of Kah Hao.

“Dang. Alright, perhaps next week then. What’s this piece?”
“Something that Mr Ang put together. It’s kind of a cross between a Persian

song and a Chinese one—it has many strange looking chromatic notes. See?”
Tiffany said as she pointed at one of them: it was a numeral five with a sharp
modifier.

“Huh? Oh, F major, that makes that note the soh sharp or C sharp. This is
going to be annoying to play on the F major dizi.”

“Hahahaha, you think you have it bad? Check out what I need to play.” Sure
enough, Tiffany’s part was full of sixteenth notes that demanded careful obser-
vation to keep up with, things that Kah Hao would always find to be more of an
annoyance than an enjoyment. Worse still, each of the sixteenth notes were dou-
bled, which meant that Tiffany had to keep her two hands independent of each
other as she played the parts.

“Eww. That looks gross. Let’s see how this goes. Let me go collect the music
for my part,” Kah Hao said as he began walking to the cabinet.

“Don’t bother, I’ve taken yours for you. Here, have it.” Tiffany said matter-of-
factly as she handed Kah Hao the parts for the dizi. Kah Hao was momentarily
stunned before quickly recovering and thanking her. By this time, the orchestra
was starting to arrange itself into formation and Tiffany went back to her yangqin,
which was situated in the centre front location of the orchestra, while Kah Hao
collected his instrument bag from beneath Tiffany’s yangqin and walked to the
centre rear, where he was to be seated. Music stands were opened, chairs pulled
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up, music arranged and much fidgetting ensued as people started to realise the
relative hardness of the music. Mr Ang stood in front without the conductor’s
platform, and looked on formidably.

“Alright folks, enough of the talk. Today we’re going to try this piece out; I’m
not sure if you guys are up to mark for it or not because it is a challenging piece.
The title of this piece is silutuoling, which is based on the travelling caravans
on the silk route of the western part of China back in the day. The first thing
that you will find with this piece is that it doesn’t sound too ‘Chinese’—most
of the note structures and tempo are very ‘weird’-sounding and does not seem
to conform to what we might have played before. That’s because this piece is
composed with the intent of mimicking what is available in western China, and
the sound there is more influenced by the old Persians or modern Turkish and
maybe a bit of the Russians, as opposed to the central plains or eastern China
style that dominates most of the pieces that we have been working on thus far.
One thing that you will immediately notice with this piece is that there are many
accidentals in the notes: take note particularly of the soh sharp note. Don’t
make it sound worse than it might already be. This piece is also challenging
on another completely unrelated matter: dynamics. You guys like playing pieces
loud and brash sounding, well this piece demands dynamics ranges that span
from pianissimo to fortissimo, so you’d better keep these in mind before you
decide to hammer your way through the decibels. Okay, plucked strings, get
ready, you guys are starting first. As usual, we will do this part by part until we
finish running through the whole song, if we find anything wrong or broken in
between,” Mr Ang said as he raised his conducting baton in anticipation.

With a soft sweep downwards, the plucked section began. It was soft almost
sibilant sound, with the bell rattles making the swish sounds that started each
of the four-beat bars in the leading phrase. The plucked string players were
careful to heed Mr Ang’s advice in starting soft, for the dynamics required there
were indeed pianissimo. There was a slow crescendo over the tempo, which
felt like it was indeed a convoy of camels walking slowly through the desert as
the desert sands get blown around them. As the crescendo reached the mezzo-
piano dynamic, the gaohu appeared with the motif. Like a lone voice singing
through the sandy and lonely atmosphere, the gaohu sounded a little sad and
wistful, as though lamenting about the long journey that the merchants needed
to take through the desert each time they wanted to travel along the silk route to
trade with people. The camel foot steps of the plucked strings and bass droned
on in the background. The motif consisted of the infamous soh sharp note that
Mr Ang was warning about, and the leading gaohu player executed it perfectly,
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giving themotif themuch needed ancient Persianmusic feel that was both exotic
and sublime. The camel foot steps grew louder in volume as the gaohu’s motif
concluded, marking a transition. This time, the dizi came out in full force. Kah
Hao had opted to use his G major tuned dizi to play this because he could avoid
the awkward half fingering using his right ring finger for the soh sharp key. To
his great surprise, as he played his part of the song, the Persian flavour simply
oozed out of his dizi like filling in a tootsie roll, as each note blended comfortably
with the next from the extensive use of the half fingerings that were needed
to get the right key on the dizi. The motif from the dizi was similar to that of
the gaohu, but there was a stronger difference between the two: the dizi motif
would lead into the sandstorm portion of the piece, where heavily accented notes
dotted the soundscape with sixteenth notes urging the merchant adventurers to
quickly seek cover from the sandstorm that was in their way. The sandstorm blew
strongly up to a fortissimo before decrescendoing down to a mezzo-piano, where
the droning of the camel foot steps were the only things to be heard when the
dizi played out the last vestiges of the sandstorm.

The music changed character there and then, from a moment of lamentations
and wistfulness to that of great elation and happiness, for they had weathered
the sandstorm and were largely unharmed! The piece suddenly changed keys
from F major to D major, and the tempo was noticeably more uplifting. Tiffany’s
yangqin cut a strong dancing beat at this moment as part of the transition to the
actual dance number.

Leading the charge with the melody of the the dance, Kah Hao found that
still his G major tuned dizi sufficed for the task—the fingering to play the D ma-
jor key was familiar to him and the notes that were required fell within range of
what the dizi of that construction and tuning can achieve. Still, it was a sec-
tion without its own form of difficulties, since this time there was a need to deal
with a soh sharp key in D major, which needed yet another half fingering on the
dizi. Kah Hao played the dance piece in light staccato as was required and was
engrossed to the point that he was about to dance to the piece. The backdrop
of the soundscape was covered by an eclectic sounding mix of the sheng and
the bass, which gave an almost comical feel to it; once more the exoticism of
the fusion of Persian and Chinese music styles permeated through. The combi-
nation of the eclectic sounding background accompaniment and the dance-like
foreground motif combined into a sense of a mid-desert festival extravanganza,
limited only by one’s imagination under such dire circumstances. The gaohu and
the rest of the bowed instruments came in playing the same motif, and the dizi
was relegated to playing some harmonics in the background. Then a playful in-
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teraction between the dizi, gaohu, plucked strings and the bass, before a near
repeat of the dance number. Subsequently, this was followed by yet another ren-
dition of the main motif as from the beginning of the piece, but Tiffany’s yangqin
was playing a slightly different chord structure, which gave the piece a different
more haunting feel. Then, as quietly as it came, the song ended on a completely
decrescendo note, as the convoy of merchants moved on into the distance, past
the point where the audience were observing them in the desert.

Mr Ang’s conducting baton twitched ever so slightly as the music drew to a
close, keeping strict time while hinting strongly for the musicians to keep their
loudness low with his small movements. Then, as the music ended, he silenced
the remaining few plucked string instruments and concluded the piece.

“Marvellous!” Mr Ang said, “Absolutely marvellous! You guys did much better
than I had expected; I suppose that the reminder of the dynamics levels did help
you folks to pay close attention to the progression of the piece. Now as usual,
even the best pieces have something that needs a little fixing. Will you please
look at measure fifty. . . ”

Tiffany turned around to look at Kah Hao. She winked at him and turned back,
leaving him to blush red yet again. That night’s rehearsal was soon over after the
piecewise playing of the problematic session, with Kah Hao and Tiffany joining
Mr Ang for tea and late supper, before they both went home separately. Again,
Kah Hao insisted on accompanying Tiffany and waiting for her to board her bus
first before going home on his. Upon reaching home, he took a quick shower and
flipped on to his bed and thought for quite a while while staring at the ceiling,
before exhaustion finally overtook him and made him drowzy enough to sleep
soundly.



Chapter 9

Saturday

So, it was finally Saturday. After going with Siew Wah to pick up parts for the
server that he was building to replace the one that had shorted out on Thursday
afternoon, I helped him to take the stuff back to his house from Sum Lum Mall,
after which I went home immediately as I really wanted to do some homework
and stuff like that. Friday went by without any fuss, and I didn’t see Siew Wah in
the computer laboratory in the whole day, I suppose he was building and testing
the server or something like that, maybe even consulting Ms Tan about where
can be the best place for him to place the machine after it is constructed, and
to obtain the hard drive from the old machine to install into the new one so that
the old training data would not be lost. Anyway, I did not see him around that
day and was trying to get shell sort working instead. So on Saturday, at about
eight forty-five in the morning, I found myself back in the computer laboratory,
standing in front of a group of seniors that I have heard lots of stories about but
have never met them before; members of the elite competitive programming
training squad.

“Okay team, this is Heng Kah, a secondary one member of our club. I am
rotating him from the robotics division to the competitive programming division
for three months to assess his suitability for the team. Siew Wah was the one who
thought that this would be a good idea, and I am willing to try it. Heng Kah, would
you like to say a few words?” Ms Tan turned to me after making an introduction
of me to the dozen or so seniors of the computer club.

“Hi, I’m Keng Kah, from class 1A. I just mastered my first programming lan-
guage three months ago, and I hope that I can learn from all of you the tricks
of the trade for competitive programming. Please teach me all you can!” I said,
feeling a little shy and uncomfortable, since I was really not used to talking to
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a group of people like that, let alone seniors whom I had never really talked to
before.

Ms Tan stood aside andmotioned for me to take a seat at one of the terminals,
still facing forwards. She then introduced a silent figure who had been standing
behind the group all these while.

“The school holidays are coming up, and the next round of competitions are
occurring in March next year. We have managed to hire a trainer to help get
you guys up to speed in your programming ability and problem solving skill so
that you can do good in the mid-way selection test for our official team make-up
for the competition. Some of you might have remembered him from two years
ago when he was last here teaching. This is Mr Kang. Mr Kang was a former
student and computer club member, and has decided to render his services and
expertise in competitive programming to aid our team. Pay attention to what he
teaches and make sure you learn from your exposure with him. I will leave him
to conduct the class now,” Ms Tan said before exitting the computer laboratory.

Mr Kang stood up from the shadows behind and walked to the front of the
class quickly. He was a tall and thin person, with sallow looking eyes and an odd
wry smile about his face, as though he were enjoying a private in-joke all the
while. He had short hair, perhaps from the utility of having low maintenance for
it, and his eyes were framed by a pair of black square-framed glasses. He wore a
short sleeved buttoned-up shirt, which revealed his rather tan looking arms. His
arms were an oddity in themselves; despite him being tall and thin, his forearms
looked disproportionately large for his stature. The only possible explanation that
I could think of was that he could have typed a lot while programming or doing
anything on the computer, which resulted in his rather well developed forearm
muscles, the very muscle group that is required to maintain the movement and
control of the fingers that are so essential for operating the keyboard. Overall,
he looked like a strange juxtaposition of the frail and the formidable, and I didn’t
quite know what to make of him or how to feel.

“Okay guys, let’s keep this less formal than what Ms Tan says. I personally
don’t like sounding like a stuffed shirt, so let me be blunt and direct about things.
The objective of this three months is as Ms Tan said earlier—to really hone and
drill your problem solving and programming skills so that they are at the level
where you can actuallly win something at a programming competition. This is
not an impossible task, as you might have realised by now, especially some of
the seniors who unfortunately will not have the chance to take part in next year’s
competition because you have already graduated. While I like to keep things
relatively informal to lessen the stress, you would be hopelessly wrong to think
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that this entire session will be a walk in the park. There will be tons of problem
sets to be done, both in class as practice or as quizzes or other assessment
tools, as well as for you to bring home and work on them. Yes, there is homework
of some sorts, but thankfully, it will be a little more open-ended. My job here is
not to teach you how to program computers—I’m pretty sure all of you here have
already mastered at least one programming language by now. My job here is to
show you what can be done, point out the tools that can help you achieve the
goals, and to provide you with strong incentive to prevail in spite of everything.
The road ahead is hard, and I assure you that part of the reason why some of
those folks out there are champions in competitive programming do not come
solely from the fact that they are smart; each of them has solved hundreds if not
thousands of programming problems and quizzes even before they entered the
competition grounds. The key to their success is consistency, and that is what
we will strive to attain in this class. Questions?” Mr Kang said as he looked over
the dozen of us seated in front of him.

“Not really a question here, but just a comment: the main server has been
fried and there’s a new one that has been set up with all the tools. Did Ms Tan
tell you about it yet?” Well, that was clearly Siew Wah talking. It was the first
time I had seen him over the past few days and he looked a little dishevelled, as
though he had been pulling all nighters just to get the system back on track for
use.”

“Yes, she did mention it. I heard that you guys are using the Online Code
Judger software on the server?”

“Yes, that’s right. Just got it up and running yesterday evening. Oh, by the
way, I’m Siew Wah. Normally I wouldn’t be involved in the server stuff, but you
know, red tape is holding us up that way and I found it necessary to take things
into my own hands to handle the situation.”

“Okay. So I assume that you are an administrator on the machine?”
“I don’t really need the administrator role. I mean, I can maintain the ma-

chine, but I can create a special trainer’s account for you to run the entire tool
chain and problem sets and tester that is encrypted so that even I can’t see any
of the stuff without the proper permissions that only you can give.”

“That’s fine by me. It doesn’t matter to me much if you saw the questions
prior or not—ultimately you will have to be the one who learns from the whole
experience. If you so choose to cheat, not saying that you would, it will be your
perogative, and I’m pretty sure that Ms Tan would have something to say about
that. But I appreciate the offer.”

“Heng Kar is it?” Mr Kang asked, to which I nodded. “Welcome to the com-
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petitive programming training squad. Okay, I only know about three of the other
folks here; aren’t you guys a little too old for this, seeing that you wouldn’t be
taking part in any competitive programming competitions next year from your
graduation?”

There was a muffled response of having nothing much to do and wanting to
ensure that their skills weren’t rusty and other things like that. Mr Kang nodded
his head in bemusement.

“Alright! Let’s kick this up a notch.” Mr Kang handed out stapled stacks of
papers to all of us. “A diagnostic test! Most of it would be written, and you’d
have access to a computer, but I think that it might be more instructive for you
to see if you can answer these questions with your head and not with your fingers
on the keyboard. For those of you who are new, don’t worry too much about the
test—just do your best and we’ll see what to make out of it. This is mainly for
you to find out what you are getting yourself involved in, as well as for me to
figure out how best to cater the training syllabus for the whole lot of you. If the
differences in abilities are too vast, I might need to cater to two different groups
of training, one at a much higher pace and the other at the lower pace. And no,
you are not allowed to collaborate for this test—the competition held in March is
an individual one, so there’s no point doing team related discussions now. We
might get around to doing that in the future, should we still be here and doing
this course. Okay. You guys have one hour to do this. Go.”

There was a small commotion as we wheeled out swivel chairs back to the
computer terminals and powered the machines on as we lay the stapled question
set on the table. I took my seat at a computer that was on the centre aisle near
the front, and flipped open the test booklet, skimming through the questions
first. The diagnostic test didn’t seem to hard at first, asking simple concepts like
‘what is an array’ to ‘which command do you use to print things to the output file’.
But some time about halfway through the booklet, the simple questions gave way
to simple problems, like ‘given a positive integer, write a program that displays
that number of odd numbers’. More than three-quarters of the way through,
the questions started to increase in difficulty at an almost exponential rate, and
by the time the last question came about, I had the biggest shivers. Flipping
the booklet back to the beginning, I started to fill out the diagnostic test. Mr
Kang was right of course, most of the test didn’t really require much testing
on the computer, especially since I was familiar with the syntax of the qbasic
programming language that we were using. By the twenty-minute mark, I had
already completed almost three quarters of the test. It was only when I reached
the harder questions that I turned to the computer for help in testing my code.
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There were six such questions, and I knew on the onset that the last question
was probably hopeless for me to solve. I struggled till the time was up and found
that I could probably get one and a half of the last six questions right. Mr Kang
collected all the diagnostic tests and sent us out for a thirty-minute break, while
he graded them on the spot so as to find out what levels of competencies we
were at.

I waited for Siew Wah at the entrance of the computer laboratory.
“So, how was it Heng? Easy right?”
“I think the test wasmostly manageable,” I answered rather truthfully, “though

I think I could only get one point five questions right on the last six hard ones.”
“Hahahahahaha! That is okay. Those last six were actual questions drawn

from real competitions in the past. It takes a little time to get used to the problem
solving techniques, which I am sure you would figure out soon.”

“Oh, no wonder it was so hard,” I replied, as both exited the computer labo-
ratory together. “Shall we go get a drink from the canteen?”

“Sounds good to me. The break is for half an hour after all. Should be able to
get a nice breakfast or something. . . I’m hungry and a little sleepy since I spent
most of last night installing all the necessary software and making sure that the
tools that ran on our old server would still be running on this one.”

Siew Wah and I walked down the spiral stairs. On the way, as we were talking
to each other, I bumped into a guy on his way up, and knocked the small pile of
papers that he was holding on to the ground.

“Oh crap. . . damn.”
“Uh, I’m sorry!” I quickly apologised as I bent down to help pick up the

papers that had fallen to the ground. “I was too busy talking to my friend to see
that you were there.”

“It’s alright, just help me pick up all these music. . . I will need to sort them
again later,” the other kid said as he was stacking the small pile of papers back
into his hand.

Siew Wah had also joined in to help pick up the papers that have fallen and
the three of us scrambled about for a couple of minutes to get them together
for the kid. At this point, I noticed the writing on the papers—they were full of
numbers and had titles written in Mandarin and centralised on the top of the
paper.

“Say, are you a part of the Chinese Orchestra?” I asked.
“Yeah, I am. Why’d you ask?”
“Well, I used to be a part of the Chinese Orchestra myself, back in primary

school!”
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“How coincidental! I was too. What’s your name?”
“I’m Heng Kar from class 1A, and this is my friend Siew Wah. How about

yours?”
“I’m Kah Hao, from class 1E. I think I might have seen you around before, but

I don’t really remember.”
“Yeah, I suppose so. Oh, would you be free to join us in some drinks and

food at the canteen? I really want to make it up to you for bumping into you and
dropping all your music on to the ground like that.”

“Hmm. . . thanks for the offer, but I’m kinda in a rush today. Maybe some
other time?”

“Sure, I’ll look for you in your class room?”
“Sounds fine by me. I’ll see you around.”
Siew Wah and I bade farewell to Kah Hao, the kid that I had bumped into

accidentally.
SiewWah eyedme in a strange way, and I looked at him in a confusedmanner.
“I never knew you were in the Chinese Orchestra back in the day. You didn’t

seem to talk much about it.”
“Well, bad experiences. I just did it but I really didn’t care too much about

what I was doing with it. Didn’t really like it too much, but liked it enough to hang
out for a while.”

“Ah,” Siew Wah replied as we headed down to the canteen. By this time, a few
of the older students who were in the programming training session had finally
reached us from upstairs and joined us as we made our way to the canteen.

At this point though, I was mostly ignored by Siew Wah; I knew that it was not
because he did not like to talk to me, but that there were more important things
to talk about with the seniors of the computer club, and he probably needed to
settle some things with them, particularly on the logistics and other subtleties
of the diagnostic test that we were just done. I walked with them, and listened
with great amazement—I had never really been with a group of people who were
so passionate in computer programming and problem solving like that, even the
robotics division was never of this level of enthusiasm, despite the fact that we
spent more than half our time trying to write programs to get some of the metal
and microprocessor based robots to move and do things that we wanted them
to do. Just listening to them talk about algorithms and strategies for solving the
problems in the diagnostic test made me feel all levels of tingliness, as though
I had finally found a group that I was much more interested in and was able to
fit in closer, and align with what I have been doing in my spare time.

A couple minutes of walking later, we found ourselves in the canteen, where
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the seniors promptly flopped out and took over one of the benches and tables.
As a group, we sat there for another few more minutes to decide on what we
wanted to eat and drink, before leaving me to sit at the bench alone to “guard”
the table from other students who might take it from us, which was fine by me,
since I had some mild thinking to do.

‘That Kah Hao person seems peculiarly familiar,’ I thought to myself. ‘I won-
der where I have met him before? His mannerisms and speech patterns remind
me of someone, but who can it be?’

The lack of sleep from all the excitement of attending my first programming
division class last night started to kick in and I found myself drifting off to sleep
as I waited for my comrades to get back from their purchases.

I found myself standing in the middle of a futuristic world, surrounded by
the drab grey that was the epitome of a highly built up society, where whatever
greenery that could have been were all but gone, all sapped up and assimilated
by the concrete jungle that grows like a creeper vine, absorbing everything in its
path and corrupting it into its fold. Among the greyness, there were the cones of
lights that emanated from the lamps that were lining the tarmac streets, which
had vehicles running through them at high speed in irregular intervals.

The sidewalks of the roads had people who were huddled deep into their dark
coats and dark head wear, as though they did not want themselves to be discov-
ered by the passing pedestrian. They shuffled forwards hurriedly, and the overall
sense of haste was disproportionate. I got a little confused to that and decided
to look down, but all I saw was just my usual attire, which was incongruous given
the situation. Not wanting to stand out too much, I started to follow in the foot-
steps of one of the huddled people and to walk on the sidewalk, all huddled up
into what I thought was an imaginary coat, only to find that it was there all the
while. I did not know how I could miss that particular fact.

I was walking along all huddled up, passing each lamp post as it came by,
until I realised that I was following the line of people towards a conspicuously
tall building that was within viewing distance, and yet seemed relatively far away.
That building was tall, very tall, like a skyscraper, only taller; it could be that the
other buildings surrounding it were short, but as I squinted my eyes to look at
it, I found that the buildings around that one had at least ten storeys to them,
which made the original building absymally tall. There was at least more light
in that building than any others, with light flooding out of the windows that were
present in neat little rows on each floor. I walked on and on and before I knew
it, I was jostled awake.

“Hey Heng! Why the heck are you nodding off like that? Are you really that
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tired? What did you do last night?”
“Huh?” I started dreamily before springing back to alertness. “Oh, yeah,

working on home work till late last night, Siew Wah.”
“Oh, hm. . . okay. Here’s a can of coffee. You looked fairly dead earlier and

so I thought it was a good idea that you get some of that caffeine fix to perk
yourself up. The next part of the training session is going to be a little more
important, since Mr Kang is probably going to talk about some of the theories
and go through some of the basic algorithms that we need in the competition.
You’ve been going through that book for so long, so I think that it is time for you
to listen to a verbal presentation of things so that the material can stick stronger
in your head,” Siew Wah said as the other senior students nodded their heads in
approval.

I took the can of coffee that Siew Wah offered me gratefully and pulled up the
tab, releasing the now-familiar hissing sound that comes from opening up a can
of drinks. I took a good chug from it, and could feel the coldness of the coffee
travelling down my oesophagus and into my stomach. Shaking a little from the
sudden cold, I could feel as if the caffeine were releasing itself in my stomach
into my blood stream, to be carried up to my brain to keep me awake. But of
course, I knew that caffeine would not be absorbed by that blood stream that
quickly, and that it was mostly psychological. But honestly, I did not really care
as long as I felt good. I downed the rest of the can and sat there in a daze from
both the ingestion of the cold coffee and the supposed uptake of caffeine.

“Woah there Heng. . . you finished the can already? Good grief. . . don’t get all
sick on us or something; that coffee was really potent stuff. Even I do not drink it
all that quickly. Anyway, let’s head back to the computer lab before Mr Kang gets
Ms Tan to pick us up,” Siew Wah said as he led the way from the canteen back to
the computer laboratory. The senior students decided to hang out a little more
at the canteen, but they are hardly late—we had at least ten minutes to make our
way back, and really, it is not that far at all between these two places.

Siew Wah and I were relatively silent as we walked back to the computer
laboratory. I was not sure what he was thinking, but he had a rather solemn
looking facial expression, as though he was thinking about something of grave
severity. His forehead was furrowed and I got more agitated as I looked at him.
Finally I could not take it any longer and when we were at the second floor of the
spiral staircase, I broke the silence.

“Hey Siew Wah, what’s wrong?”
“Huh? What are you talking about?” Siew Wah’s inscrutable smile came back.
“You were frowning and looked very serious. You didn’t look that way earlier,
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but after buying the drinks, you seem to be a little mad at something, or at the
very least, serious about something that I have little clue on.”

“Oh is that so? Hahaha. . . must have been a mistake in observation. I’m
actually fine.” Oh boy, this was a new one. Siew Wah was not one to tell such a
blatant lie, and I knew immediately that he was hiding something. But since he
did not seem to want to talk about it, I chose the diplomatic resolution.

“Ah, maybe I’m too excited from this competitive programming thing that I
am starting to see things that are not there. Sorry about that then, Siew. Shall
we go in and talk to Mr Kang to see how we did in the diagnostic test?”

“Sounds good to me. I just wonder if Mr Kang is willing to show it to us before
the session has begun though. . . but he does look cool enough to do things like
that. I mean, it’s not as though the delay of a few minutes is going to matter,
since it is just a diagnostic test.”

I sensed some strange emotion in those words that Siew Wah uttered. Maybe
he was worried that he did not do that well in the diagnostic test, and was worried
about how it might affect him and his relationship with the rest of the computer
club, and of course with Ms Tan. Word had it that Siew Wah was like a rebel in the
computer club, having gone through all of the divisions that were available before
raising to Ms Tan that he was interested in programming and only programming
and did not want to spend his time designing web sites and playing with lego
parts. There was of course an uproar, but given his enthusiasm and zeal, I think
that Ms Tan finally relented and made the competitive programming division an
official one, as opposed to the ad hoc status that had existed all this while.

Concerned as I was, I decided to push those thoughts away for now as I
was curious about how I did for the diagnostic test. It was my first foray into
competitive programming, and given the fact that the only training that I had in
programming algorithms was the book that I kept borrowing and renewing from
the library, I really did not know what to expect. I took my seat in front of the
same terminal that I was seated in front of that time, and fiddled around with the
now-logged in computer, waiting nervously for the results. Mr Kang seemed to
be engrossed in reading something, or that he was waiting for the right time, but
either way, he did not return the diagnostic test results till the rest of the training
team appeared in the the computer laboratory, a good seven minutes or so later.

“Okay folks, I’ve graded the diagnostic tests. I have both good news and bad
news, which ones do you want to hear?”

There was a collective groan, and Siew Wah volunteered for the rest of us that
we wanted to hear the bad news first.

“Okay, the bad news is that the seniors seem to have done worse than I had
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expected. Eh, did you guys deliberately bombed the test to give the others a
chance, or have your skills deteriorated to the point that you cannot even do the
diagnostic test properly? I thought you guys took part in competitions before
and won some stuff?”

“Well,” began one of the seniors, “we’re not super strong individually, but we
did okay in the team events for the programming competitions. Also, I don’t
think we’ve ever entered the individual styled programming competitions.”

“Ah,” Mr Kang said knowingly, “I see what happened there. That makes much
more sense now. Okay, you are somewhat forgiven, since you guys cannot join
the individual competition next year anyway due to your graduation. The good
news is that for the diagnostic tests, no one really did that badly for the ‘are you
sure you know how to program’ section, which is a good thing, because if you
have done badly in that, you probably cannot catch up with what we are doing
here. As for the problem solving section, most people got the general idea for
the first three questions, and the last three were attempted only by a couple of
students. Answers varied, but I think that we are on a good track with a rather
homogenous group. This means that I just need to prepare one set of materials
and teach the whole team together. Excellent!” Mr Kang said gleefully as he
handed back the diagnostic tests.

I received my script from him and took a look at the grading. For the problem
that I wrote a full answer to in the problem solving section, I got it mostly right,
and as for the one that I could only solve “half-way”, the comment given was that
I was “on the right track”. Those words were rather encouraging, considering
that it was after all my first time.

“Okay, without further ado, I shall talk about the big O notation. . . ” And so
the class officially began.



Chapter 10

Past and Now

It was a Saturday morning, and the sun had not risen. Kah Hao was still in bed,
tired from the home workmarathon that he did just the night before. At the unholy
hour of five in the morning, his alarm clock rang and he swore as he silenced it.
Groaning from a mild headache from being awoken by the alarm clock, he slowly
rolled out of bed. It has been a ritual now, for the ten months that he had been in
Hilltop High. A fluke, some might say, on why he ended up going to school there,
but really, he had no one else to blame except himself. There were many schools
near his neighbourhood, all good, and he had tried to apply for them immediately
after taking the national examination at primary six. But he was afraid that his
grades were not good enough for them, and decided to add Hilltop High to his
school selection form, without caring about where or what it was, only knowing
that it was a good school and that the requirements to enter that school tended
to be a bit easier as compared to what he originally wanted. Of course, fate would
play a trick on him and send him to that school, given that his grades were not
good enough to satisfy the administrators of the better schools that happened
to be near by.

Kah Hao switched on the lights and walked to the sink and filled up a plastic
mug with running water, while preparing his toothbrush. It had been a necessity,
in some ways, that he had to wake up that early each day. It was only after that
posting that Kah Hao realised that Hilltop High was on the other side of the
island nation, almost diametrically opposite to where he was staying. Panicking,
he scoured the internet and poured over public transport guides to figure out
how best to get himself to school on time. Those actions were, of course, part
of the last resort. Kah Hao had tried to appeal to the secondary schools in his
neighbourhood, but the administrators were not convinced even on the second
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try. Cursing a little at his luck, Kah Hao felt a little annoyed that his school was
so far. Thankfully, the little research that he did revealed that there was a way for
him to get to school on time, but the caveat was that he had to take the first bus
in the morning, at five forty. This meant that he would have to wake up at five
in the morning every day, to cater to the slightly slower reflexes and movements
from having to wake up that early.

But most of the things that he was doing to prepare for school had been inter-
nalised by now; he would reflexively move from his bedroom outwards, collecting
the carefully arranged articles that he had set aside the night before, never hav-
ing to achieve full consciousness to complete his morning preparations. By now,
Kah Hao had finished brushing his teeth and was changing into his school uni-
form. Kah Hao’s parents were chronic early risers, but it would appear that their
trait did not pass on. They were usually up at four in the morning and would have
left the house by four thirty to get to the wholesaler to obrain the stock of vegeta-
bles and fruits that they wanted to sell for the day at their stall in the wet market
that was in the neighbourhood centre. Some times, a long time ago, Kah Hao
would join them, but these days, his own epic morning journey was sufficient to
keep him well away from those trips. Kah Hao grabbed his instrument and school
bags on the way to the main door before putting on his shoes. When he left the
house, he made sure that he had locked up the house well before heading for
the bus stop to catch the bus.

Kah Hao glanced at his watch. Five twenty-nine. There was sufficient time for
him to get to the bus stop, which was roughly a five-minute walk. Nevertheless,
Kah Hao soon found himself perspiring profusely on the way, due to the high
humidity that was present in the wee hours of the morning from a night full
of condensation. In spite of his general dislike in waking up that early in the
morning, the one thing that he sort of liked about the fact that he had to catch
the first bus was that he was almost always sure that it would appear on time.
The bus stop that Kah Hao had to board the bus was about six stops away from
the bus terminal, and the roads were particularly clear in the morning, which
meant that the usual delays from traffic jams would be among the more unlikely
things to happen. The five-minute walk to the bus stop was sometimes tricky
though, since it involved crossing an overhead bridge from his side of the road
to the other side; climbing stairs while one was barely awake was probably not
something to be looked forward to.

But the discomfort from that early morning exertion would pass quickly when
Kah Hao arrived at the bus stop. He took a seat and glanced once more at his
watch. Five thirty-four, nearly six more minutes before the bus would come. As
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the seconds slowly slipped pass, Kah Hao found his heart rate slowing down, and
his eyelids dropped ever so slowly downwards before they were complete shut
and his head nodded downwards, like a marionette with its strings slack, only to
jerk up in faux alertness, as though a mad puppeteer had decided to express his
mastery over the poor mannequin. Kah Hao napped and jerked himself awake a
few times before he sensed that the time was almost right, where by he decisively
kept his eyes open and looked up the road. True enough, the bus had already
reached the nearby traffic light, stopping due to the signal. Kah Hao got up from
his seat and stood near the front of the bus stop next to the bus bay. The old
regulars of the same bus ambled out of their lull state and fell into a crude line
behind him. Kah Hao stuck his left hand out and flagged the bus.

The double-decked behemoth of a bus accelerated from standstill and stopped
almost perfectly in the bus bay with the door of the entrance right at where Kah
Hao was standing. The doors opened, and Kah Hao went up the steps carefully
and tapped his farecard on the wireless payment station and the familiar beep
of acknowledgement sounded. Led almost by the actions of his feet, Kah Hao
walked towards the centre of the bus and climbed up the flight of stairs that con-
nected between the upper and lower decks of the bus. Once on the upper deck,
Kah Hao made his way to the front and took his customary seat just behind the
upper windscreen. The moment his head touched the neck rest, Kah Hao im-
mediately fell into sleep. That was the other good thing about taking the early
bus—there was always an empty seat to take, and since the journey was going to
take almost one and a half hours, he could sleep for a fairly long time, hopefully
making up for the hours lost when he had to get up that early. But it was not a
purely positive outcome; this meant that he would lose almost three hours a day
to travelling alone. He did not really want to go back to school on a Saturday, but
the Hilltop High Chinese Orchestra had rehearsals in the morning, and he was a
Librarian of the orchestra, which entailed duties that needed to be done.

The Hilltop High Chinese Orchestra had three Librarians, and were led by a
Librarian Head, who was a student representative in the executive committee of
the orchestra, the arm that was involved in interacting with the school admin-
istrators, teachers and other student organisations in an official capacity. As a
Librarian, Kah Hao’s roles in the orchestra was to curate the Library, the vast
collection of music that the orchestra had accumulated over the many decades
of existence. The collection of music was so great that in the dedicated store
room for the orchestra’s large instruments, there were two double-doored metal
cabinets filled to the brim with the various scores. The Librarians had to ensure
that each musician within the orchestra had access to the score for the music
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that was going to be rehearsed for that day; that often involved mad scrambles
to make copies of music to ensure that the quantities were sufficient and that
the quality was clear and legible enough for use. All these work were usually
done before and after the rehearsals, which explained why Kah Hao was out of
his house that early in the morning. Actually, that was not wholly correct—student
organisation activities began at nine in the morning, while the Librarians had to
be there up to an hour before. Kah Hao was just sick of messing with his bio-
clock and decided to just treat Saturdays like any school day, which often ended
up with him being in school by about seven.

One and a half hours passed, and the bus was turning into the road that ran
parallelly in front of Hilltop High. The sun had already risen by then, and with the
turning of the bus, the warm rays of the morning sun beamed through the upper
front windscreen and on to Kah Hao. That was always the way in which he would
awaken from his long slumber on the bus; the sun would shine on him and he
would automatically wake up to see the bus stop within reach and would push
the bus stop button while making his way down from the upper deck. There were
a few times where there was a thunderstorm in the morning, and needless to say,
those few times were when Kah Hao missed his actual bus stop and ended up at
the bus stop that was almost eight hundred metres away. Walking back to school
in the rain under an umbrella from that kind of distance was no fun, and so Kah
Hao would be particularly jittery when it was pouring outside; he would usually
set an alarm on his cellphone and hope that it would wake him in time to get off
at the right bus stop.

The double decker bus stopped at the bus stop directly opposite of Hilltop
High, next to the raised embankment of the reservoir. Checking himself to make
sure that he did not leave anything behind, Kah Hao stepped quickly to the now
opened exit and tapped his farecard once again at the wireless gantries, whose
reassuring beep of acknowledgement sounded more like a warning to get off the
bus quick than anything else. Kah Hao hopped off the bus and back tracked a
little along the road to the pedestrian crossing. He glanced at his watch: seven oh
five. Perfect—the canteen operators, or at least, the drinks stall operator would
be starting business in less than half an hour. Sometimes, Kah Hao actually liked
being in school that early on a Saturday morning, since there was hardly anyone
on the campus grounds, save for a couple of janitors who wanted to clean some
of the more public common areas before anyone appears and tramples all over
the place. The air was usually fresh in the morning, with the dewy sensation
fading from the gradual warmth of the morning sun. A soft breeze would also
blow through the grounds from the large body of water that was the reservoir,
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and it was an unusually refreshing moment.

But he had other matters on hand. Breakfast and a cup of coffee were of
immediate concern, since he had not eaten anything since five o’clock. True,
he was asleep most of the time, but all that extra walking about trying to get
from place to place would sap up the already low levels of energy that he had,
and refuelling himself was of paramount importance in view of the fact that he
would have to do music sorting and other tasks related to the maintenance of
the Chinese Orchestra’s sheet music and also having to play in the rehearsal.

Kah Hao entered Hilltop High through the motor vehicle exit, the closest en-
trance from where he was starting from. There was no foot path from the outside
of the school to the interior; all that was available was the tarmac road for the
cars. Of course, one could always walk up the two steps and then cut into the
school’s main building by walking past the biology laboratories on the ground
floor, but at this time of the year, the entire science laboratory block was off lim-
its to all students due to the preparations required for the GCE ‘O’ Level practical
examinations. But at that time of the day, the cars were still few, and so it was
still relatively safe to ambulate in a relaxed mood on it. This was one of those
in-between times that Kah Hao longed to have, as it was only during these times
that he would be literally alone and can thus sink back into his self and con-
template about various things that crossed his mind. Soon though, Kah Hao
would find that he needed to quicken his pace because the original comfortable
warmth of the sun would evolve into the scorching heat that would make the air-
conditioned special purpose rooms or even the classrooms with electric ceiling
fans more appealling.

Walking past the foyer under the general office for the cars to stop and drop
off their passengers, Kah Hao walked on towards the canteen, this time under the
shade as the morning sun started to show its true colours of heat and warmth.
He adjusted his bags a little; it was always hard to keep the instrument bag
slung on to his right shoulder while the strap of the school bag was in the way,
much slipping would occur, and sometimes if he were annoyed enough, he would
actually tuck the strap of the instrument bag underneath that of his school bag,
in the hopes that perhaps the weight on the school bag strap would forcibly
hold the instrument bag up and prevent it from slipping down his shoulder. The
dizi in the instrument bag might not be expensive in the region of thousands
of dollars, but like every instrument that is based on organic materials, each
dizi has its own qualities and needed time to get seasoned before delivering
a stellar performance—it was a time penalty that must be incurred even if he
had the money to purchase new ones to replace the ones that might have been
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damaged by the falling instrument bag.

Kah Hao turned around the corner and found himself in the canteen, with its
rows of pink table tops and maroon benches arranged neatly into two columns
with an aisle dividing them up; that aisle was where the pillars of the upper floor
of the building and roof were located. Needless to say, that aisle was designed for
people to walk through when they have gotten their food and drinks and wanted to
take a seat. Kah Hao walked towards a bench that was closest to the drinks stall,
and sat down facing it, being sure to lay his instrument bag carefully to the side
as he carelessly unslung the two straps of his school bag to put it on the ground
next to a table leg. Once more, he glanced at his watch: seven ten. Twenty more
minutes before the drinks stall opened up for business, and thus twenty more
minutes before breakfast could be consumed, just enough time to look at the
score that he had handed Tiffany last Saturday, the one with the accompani-
ment for their duet that they were planning to do for the major performance at
the Chinese Orchestra in the community club in December, some three months
from now. Kah Hao made a mental note to check with Tiffany that evening before
rehearsal at the community club if she was able to provide the accompaniment
for him for this piece for the December performance before confirming its in-
clusion into the programme with Mr Ang. Unzipping his school bag, Kah Hao
carefully retrieved a white translucent folder that had the letters “CCCO” written
on its cover with a permanent marker, the letters supposedly standing for “com-
munity club chinese orchestra”, and slipped out the two sheets of neatly copied
sheet music. After checking for the cleanliness of the table, Kah Hao layed them
on to the table carefully and started to read them fairly intensively, lost in thought
for quite a while.

The rolling of the shutters a while later startled Kah Hao and reminded him
overtly that the drinks stall was in operation. A quick look at his watch showed
that it was seven thirty-two, and when he looked up, he found that the drink’s
stall operator had just finished rolling up the roller shutters and was securing it
to prevent it from closing. Kah Hao slipped the music back into the folder and
left everything there and made his way to the stall and bought a cup of coffee
and a small slice of banana sponge cake, and returned back to the table where
he ate with gusto and trying to stave off the hunger that he had been putting off
ever since he had gotten up from bed at five in the morning.

Time passed quickly, and Kah Hao had finished his breakfast and packed his
music into his school bag and reslung both his his bags to make his way to the
second floor, where the Hilltop High Chinese Orchestra’s store room was located.
He could only go up there from eight onwards due to the second floor shuttering
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of the central spiral stairs, the main way up the building. The janitors were careful
to only open up the blocking roller shutters then because there had been a case
where some time in the past, a pair of students had sneaked their way up to one
of the empty classrooms where they did some illicit activities under the cover
of the dawn darkness. As to the extent in which the activities were illicit, it was
never officially stated, though rumour was it that the pair of students consisted
of a male and female. Kah Hao climbed up the spiral stairs and entered the now-
open general office. The receptionist was there early and was still in the process
of getting started when she looked up and saw him. She then turned around
to fish out a set of keys with which she used to open up a cabinet deeper into
the general office to retrieve the chinese orchestra’s store room keys, which she
handed over to Kah Hao after he had signed the key movement book. Thanking
her, he walked out of the general office and towards the store room.

The store room was located at a block accessible from the second floor
linkway between the old and new wings of the school. It was formerly a class-
room, but upon lobbying by members of the Chinese Orchestra, it was formally
converted into a storage room and club room for them nearly a decade ago.
Now, the room featured sealed windows and doors, and had an air-conditioning
unit installed, a donation from one of the alumni who happened to be a former
member of the Chinese Orchestra back in the day. Kah Hao reached the heavy
wooden doors of the store room and unlocked it with the key that he drew from
the general office. He twisted the handle, opened the door, and stepped in while
flicking on the light switch and air-conditioned power switch that were conve-
niently on the side of the doors. The overhead fluorescent lights flickered on
unsteadily before reaching their full illuminance while the air-conditioner slowly
hummed itself to life. Kah Hao put his bags down at the top of one of the low
cabinets and fished out the steel cabinet door keys; all Librarians had access
to the steel cabinets at all times since much of the curation can only be done
at hours where the main orchestra was not in the rush to use the music, which
basically meant any time except during actual rehearsals.

Kah Hao picked up the sheet of paper that was left on the desk in the centre
of the cluttered room—it was a list of the music that was needed for the rehearsal
that morning. The executive committee usually had their meetings in the room
on Friday afternoons, and during that meeting, they would usually discuss about
the pieces that they wasnted to rehearse on the next day. Once they had done so,
they would write a list of the pieces that were required on a piece of paper and
would leave that piece of paper in the desk so that the Librarians can follow up
on it in the morning. Of course the Librarian Head could simply send an email
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to all the other Librarians with the information, but since many of the pieces
had Chinese names, it was inconvenient to type them into the email for sending,
which resulted in the system that was currently in place.

For the next half hour, Kah Hao gathered and sorted the music alone. The
other Librarians would stream in from eight fifteen, and by eight thirty, all three
Librarians and the Librarian Head would be scattered at different parts of the
room, sorting out the music that was needed. Kah Hao disliked the tedium of
the task, but did not really complain much about it because of the access that
it provided, since he could literally have a look at any of the music that the or-
chestra had performed or will be performing, and thus be able to see music of
all sorts, and sometimes to even learn a thing or two from them. His role as a
Librarian was also flukish—there was a policy in the orchestra that there had to
be four Librarians, one from each standard, with the most senior Librarian being
the Librarian Head. The purpose of the policy was to ensure that the Librarian
would always be well-trained and that there would always be a succession of post
should unforeseen cirumcstances. Besides, Librarian posts were still considered
to be leadership positions, which had a positive effect on his transcript, since
extracurricular activity participation was one of the many criteria that was neces-
sary to obtain good results at the GCE ‘O’ Level examinations when the situation
arises.

Nine o’clock came swiftly. By now, many of the other members of the orches-
tra had swung by the room to collect their music, instruments and music stands
before making their way to the larger class room downstairs where the rehearsals
for the fifty-member orchestra would take place. Kah Hao and the rest of the Li-
brarians would have done all the sorting that was needed, and they would also
join the rest of the orchestra for rehearsal, with the Librarian Head locking up the
store room once everyone was out. Kah Hao grabbed his instrument bag, music
and stand and went to the rehearsal room downstairs, while leaving his school
bag in the safety of the soon to be locked store room.

The rehearsal roomwas an exceptionally large classroom that was air-conditioned.
Formerly the school gymnasium (which had since moved further out towards the
main field), it was really the combination of two neighbouring class rooms and
was located directly beneath the staff room. It was a most unfortunate position
most of the time, since that room was not really well insulated audially speaking,
but it was the largest classroom that was available that could fit everyone in the
Chinese Orchestra in it. That was the main reason why the rehearsals were on
Saturdays—the amount of disruption to the working processes of the teachers
would not be affected since most of the teachers that turned up on Saturday are
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those who were involved with one extracurricular activity or another. Those who
came to do grading or other works of concentration were usually there on their
own volition, knowing full well that the Chinese Orchestra would be playing just
below their feet.

Kah Hao entered the classroom, which was thankfully air-conditioned also—
making music in the heat was something that he was not really looking forward to
no matter what. The other members had already arranged the chairs and music
stands into the right formation, and the room was already mostly filled. Kah Hao
found his position in the woodwind section and set on the extreme left of it, since
he was technically the most junior member and that the more senior members
would sit closer to the right, where the most senior member would play principal
and be the right anchor of the section; there was little variation in the rule, unless
for some reason one of the juniors was exceptionally talented that it was clearly
obvious that he or she had to be the principal player, an occurrence was so rare
that till date, no one has ever heard of it happening yet. A few more minutes
passed before the orchestra settled down and got ready for the rehearsal that
was going to occur. The first hour of rehearsal was always student led; they
had a couple of student conductors who would usually run through some of the
easier pieces or some of the more familiar pieces in an attempt to correct minor
errors and to get tuning right. Then, at about ten, there would be a break before
the actual full scale rehearsal with the hired conductor, who had been with the
orchestra for almost fifteen years now. It was usually in those moments that new
pieces were attempted, and even the longer and more demanding pieces that
required greater care.

Zhang Jie went up to the front of the chinese orchestra. She was one of
the two student conductors; they would often take turns to do the first hour of
conducting. Both of them were particularly gifted in music, but among them,
Zhang Jie was the one who was a little more vocal and thus she would usually be
the one doing the conducting, particularly when she had an axe to grind from the
stresses of classes and lessons. While at times a little temperamental, Zhang Jie
was a competent conductor, and everyone on the chinese orchestra had a healthy
respect for her, even though not all of them might actually like that fact that she
could be rather caustic when she wanted to; her ability to lead the orchestra more
than made up for that. Besides, she was already a fourth year student and would
be graduating soon, which meant that after these next three months, they would
not have to deal with her any more.

Zhang Jie picked up the conductor’s baton with her right hand from the music
stand that was placed in front of the four yangqins and took her position as the
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conductor. Immediately, there was a hushed silence from the orchestra, a far cry
from the murmur of voices that predated her ascendency to her designation as
conductor. With a clear voice, she commanded the orchestra to provide her with
an A note, the standard tuning tone for all music groups worldwide now. Like
the waking of a gentle giant, four hundred and forty hertz of all timbral quality
bellowed from the awakened orchestra, the tones melding in sweet unison as the
multiples of the fundamental frequency combined and resonated throughout the
enclosed room. Zhang Jie lifted her left hand and silenced the orchestra—she
was satisfied at the tuning of that note.

“And now, a D please.”
Like before, the orchestra bellowed yet another tone, coloured once again by

the different sound qualities and ranges of the instruments. There was a notice-
able beat in the overall sound, and Zhang Jie was noticeably annoyed; someone
then tuned his/her instrument covertly and soon that beat was eliminated, a fact
that was plainly readable on Zhang Jie’s face as her frown turned into a noncha-
lant face of tacit approval. Again, her left hand lifted and silence the orchestra
once more.

“Okay, let’s try out the caichadeng piece that we worked on last week. Re-
member, this piece was written with the intent of mimicking the philharmonic
orchestra, and so the sound must be crisp and clear. Don’t slur and muddy the
tone, and play a little softer and lighter to bring out that chirpy feeling that is
needed.” There was a soft rustle as all the orchestra collectively flipped their
music folder pages to reach the score that Zhang Jie was talking about. A few
tense seconds later, it was once again quiet.

Zhang Jie brought both her hands to the level of her eyes. With a quick nod,
she flicker both her hands up and then down and the piece began. Her right
hand kept time throughout the piece with the baton’s movement akin to that
of a metronome, while her eyes made contact with the section that was about
to play, and her left hand giving the most overt cues that she could to usher
in the section’s part. This piece, as Zhang Jie noted, was indeed written with
a distinctively philharmonic style, and was in reality a description of a maiden
picking tea leaves upon the hill side. That happy-go-lucky attitude of the maiden
as she picked the tea leaves and chasing the butterflies were exemplified by the
light staccato feel of the plucked and bowed string instruments, and when the
woodwinds came in, they brought with them a further sense of lightness of feet
with their short but high notes, giving the illusion that the maiden was singing
as she was going about picking the tea leaves from the tea plants that grew on
the slopes and putting them into the shallow hand basket that she was carrying.
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The piece lasted till the beginning of the second section before Zhang Jie gave
a curt signal to stop.

“No no no! That is not right. That sounded like a bunch of elephants walk-
ing through a field. . . the repeat portions need to have a clearer definition of
dynamics: you can’t just play all of them loudly because a forte symbol is there.
Notice that there are accents also. . . if you keep playing all of them loudly, how
are you going to cope with the accents when they arrive? To make sure that you
can do that, let’s try to play the parts before the repeat a little softer—let’s aim
for a mezzo piano/mezzo forte feel. Then when the forte comes, it is less obnox-
ious sounding and the accents will turn out pretty and provide the much needed
tempo. Okay, let’s start from the beginning again!” With that, Zhang Jie raised
her hands once more and started the orchestra once again.

It was a gruelling hour. Zhang Jie was exacting, demanding near-perfect
renditions, and always finding parts that they had to improve upon. Kah Hao
found Zhang Jie to be a bit too bossy; he always wondered why she had to be so
calculative and demanding on what they were doing, since the overall sound did
not sound as bad as she said it would. But he knew that at that point and place,
Zhang Jie was the conductor, and thus all musicians had to see and achieve her
visions for the piece—there was no way around it. But needless to say, Kah Hao
was glad when ten o’clock finally swung around: it meant that they could be away
from Zhang Jie’s “tyranny” and await their “true” conductor. Oh, they could also
have a break, which was always good.

“Kah Hao! Could you take this stack of music upstairs?”
“Wait what. . . why are you giving me this pile of music?”
“We just got it from the photocopying shop and Librarian Head said that you

had the keys to the store room since you drew them this morning.”
“Oh, okay, sure. . . I’ll bring it up.”
“Oh, try not to mess it up. . . it’s already sorted somewhat.”
“Okay.”
Kah Hao took the pile of music in his hands and hurriedly walked out of the

rehearsal room. The closest stairs were the spiral ones, and, wanting to finish the
job quickly so that he can have another quick drink from the canteen, he rushed
up the stairs.

“Oh crap. . . damn.” Kah Hao found himself crashing into a boy who was going
down the stairs onto the second floor. The small pile of music fell from his hands
and scattered around the floor.

“Uh, I’m sorry!” The boy quickly apologised as he bent down to help Kah Hao
pick up the scattered music. “I was too busy talking to my friend to see that you



106 CHAPTER 10. PAST AND NOW

were there.”
“It’s alright,” Kah Hao replied as he squatted to pick up the sheet music from

the floor and stacking them back into his hands. “Just help me pick up all these
music. . . I will need to sort them again later.”

At this point, the second boy had joined in helping to gather the scattered
music to hand to Kah Hao. Then the first boy spoke.

“Say, are you a part of the Chinese Orchestra?”
“Yeah, I am. Why’d you ask?”
“Well, I used to be a part of the Chinese Orchestra myself, back in primary

school!”
“How coincidental! I was too. What’s your name?”
“I’m Heng Kar from class 1A, and this is my friend Siew Wah. How about

yours?”
“I’m Kah Hao, from class 1E. I think that I might have seen you around before,

but I don’t really remember.”
“Yeah I suppose so. Oh, would you be free to join us in some drinks and

food at the canteen? I really want to make it up to you for bumping into you and
dropping all your music on to the ground like that.”

“Hmm. . . ” Kah Hao thought for a while. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m kinda
in a rush today. Maybe some other time?”

“Sure, I’ll look for you in your class room?”
“Sounds fine by me. I’ll see you around.”
“Sure thing.” And with that, Kah Hao took the pile of papers in his hands and

walked hurriedly to the chinese orchestra’s store room on the other side of the
floor.

Kah Hao sighed. While he had rescued all the music scores that had fallen
out from the collision, it was without doubt that everything was in a terribly mess,
since the pick-up process did not pay any attention whatsoever to the order in
which the music scores were supposed to be aligned. Thankfully, there was no
urgent need of them yet; he could probably spend an hour after rehearsal to fix
the mess thus created, and then grab some lunch on the way home. He figured
that he would not be late for the evening’s rehearsal with the community club’s
chinese orchestra—it was important to be there because he had to talk to Tiffany
and Mr Ang about the performance that was happening in December. Kah Hao
fumbled for the store room key from his pocket and unlocked the door for the
second time of the day. He went in and found the air-conditioning running while
the lights were switched off. He flicked the light switch on and decided to just rest
in the room under the comfortable air conditioning and to do some preliminary
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sorting in the fifteen-minute break instead of his original plan of getting a drink
at the canteen, at the very least, this meant that he could shave off a few minutes
that he would need to spend to sort it after rehearsal, and that would lead to him
having a slightly earlier lunch than hemight be allowed to given the circumstance.

The fifteen minutes came by fast enough, and Kah Hao reluctantly left the
pile of partially sorted music on the table, with his school bag on top of it to hold
things in place. Not trusting anyone to leave it alone, Kah Hao hastily scribbled a
note on a spare piece of paper and left it on top of his school bag with a corner
of the paper tucked in one of the many folds in the bag so as to hold it in place.
He switched off the lights on the way out and securely locked the door on the
outside, before scurrying back to the rehearsal room that was downstairs.

“Did you keep the music?”
“Sort of. . . I ran into someone on the way up and everything got mixed up.”
“No way!”
“Yes way. I’ll probably need to stay back after this to re-sort them and keep

them in the metal cabinets before I head off.”
“So you are not joining us for lunch then?”
“Nah. . . sorry.”
“No problems.”
Kah Hao gingerly made his way through the labyrinthine pile of people and in-

struments and managed to return to his seat in the woodwind section unharmed.
It was in good time too as the moment Kah Hao sat down to pick up his dizi, the
resident conductor was already at the front, waiting for things to settle down. The
conductor of the Hilltop High Chinese Orchestra was Mr Tew, a professional mu-
sician who played with the National Chinese Orchestra, the highest professional
chinese orchestra in the country. Mr Tew was kind of like a doppelganger of Mr
Ang, the other conductor that Kah Hao knew: Mr Tew was as short as Mr Ang
was tall, and he was clean-shaven while Mr Ang had that moustache. Outward
appearances aside, they were also rather different in demeanour; while Mr Ang
was generally jovial and open in his words, Mr Tew had a more solemn air about
him, as though everything was Very Serious Business, something that gave Kah
Hao the creeps ever so often. But like all good conductors, Mr Tew’s grasp of
the orchestra was nothing short of astounding, and his preternatural ability to
completely vivisect a piece to pinpoint tiny errors was simply amazing, and he
could usually bring back to earth the many ambitious musicians in the Hilltop
High Chinese Orchestra who thought that they knew better.

Mr Tew got to the customary position for the conductor and picked up the
conductor’s baton that Zhang Jie had left behind after her hour of warm-ups,
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again with his right hand.
“Let’s work a little more on the caichadeng piece today: I heard from Zhang

Jie that all of you had put in some hard work earlier this morning to produce a
good sound, and I would like to hear it. So, let’s focus on this piece for a while.
Ready? Look at my hands and baton; never waver from it.” Mr Tew said quietly
and raised both his hands in front of him, as if ready to cue.

A quick flick of the wrist later, the fifty strong Hilltop High Chinese Orchestra
got off its shuffling feet and danced the dance of the maiden picking tea leaves
on the slope of the hill while chasing butterflies.



Chapter 11

November

Before I knew it, four weeks had already passed, the same four weeks that I had
spent my Saturdays at the competitive programming training team with Siew
Wah and the rest of the computer club elite programmers. Mr Kang was teaching
the class at a fairly measured rate, and I was actually surprised that I enjoyed
what he was teaching, even though I did not really think that I caught the hang
of solving the programming problems. Mr Kang did not lie when he said that
a strong dedication to the craft was necessary; each week began with a couple
of “warm-up” problems, simple programming tasks that gradually increased in
difficulty over the weeks, followed by a short lecture. Then, following all that
with a break in between, we would be tasked with three programming problems
of moderate difficulty for us to attempt, with the dual intentions of providing
continuous assessment as well as to give us the practice that was necessary
to ensure that our problem solving skills were improving. The classes did not
end when the time was up though, since Mr Kang (with the approval of Ms Tan
no less!) demanded that for every problem that we could not solve in class, we
needed to go home and spend the whole of next week to come up solutions for
them, and to hand them in the next lesson. This requirement was over and above
the additional five more problems that we were assigned as home work for the
rest of the week to complete.

I have never written so many programs in my life before. Each time I saw
these programming questions, it was as though I have found yet another new
puzzle to play with, and solving them, though hard, proved to be more enticing
and rewarding than just following the book and writing stock implementations
of sorting algorithms or data structures. In the former, I actually had to apply
some serious thought to the matter just to get something decently working, but
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for the latter, it was more of a manual copy and paste job that progressively
got less and less interesting as I started to write more and more programs to
solve problems. For the first couple of weeks, I was fairly disoriented in solving
the home work problems, but Siew Wah was willing to hang out with me in the
computer laboratories to go through the thought processes that were needed
in order to get to the crux of the problem. By the beginning of the third week,
I started to see the light at the end of the tunnel and thus relied less and less
of Siew Wah, only asking him for help when I truly had no clue how to proceed.
By that time, classes have already ended for the year, and so I had a full day of
use in the computer laboratories to myself to work on these problems, and so
the stress levels were not that high. During the last week of classes, Kah Hao
had made good of his word and dropped by my class room during one of the
common recess breaks and looked for me, and of course I gladly went with him
to the canteen. I could remember really roughly what happened that day.

“Hey Heng Kar,” Kah Hao had said, while sucking at his cup of iced milo
through the straw. “You said that you were once a part of the Chinese Orchestra
back in primary school. Why aren’t you in the chinese orchestra here?”

“Oh,” I began, measuring my words carefully to try to not sound too rude,
“I started to get disillusioned with the way things were running at the Chinese
Orchestra. I’ve always felt that they were always trying to join one competition
or another; it had started out being fun, but most of the fun was being drawn
away to the point that I found it a tedium to go to. If not for the fact that I was
already in the Chinese Orchestra for quite a few years, I would have left it to look
for other things. That’s why when I got here, I decided to not join the Chinese
Orchestra here, and instead try something new, like computers.”

“Ah, I see,” Kah Hao said in a knowing voice. “What instrument did you play?”
“Oh, I played the dizi.”
“Really!” Kah Hao was visibly excited. “So do I!”
“No way!”
“Yes way! In fact, if you still have some liking for Chinese Orchestra music

and want to play the dizi again without all that competition thingy, you could
probably join the Chinese Orchestra at the community club that I am in.”

“Huh? There’s a Chinese Orchestra like that?”
“Yeah, it’s mostly made up of amateur players. We just jam for fun and play at

community events and things like that, without the pressure of competition and
doing all kinds of repetitive stuff. Actually, I can introduce you to Tian Kun, our
resident dizi principal player and semi-official instructor. He’s really cool and
teaches pretty well. Maybe you can find that love of dizi once again?”
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“Hmm. . . I suppose I can try that out. . . But not this month. Too many things.
Maybe some time in mid-November? Will that be okay?”

“Fine by me. But fair warning—we are preparing for a major performance
sometime in end December, so wemight be engaged in fairly ‘serious’ rehearsals.
But I think you should drop by and have a look. Remind me to write the address
of the community club for you once we get back to class where there’s writing
paper available.”

“Okay. Thanks Kah Hao!”
“Hahahaha. . . don’t mention it. I should be the one thanking you though—

thanks for the milo.”
I laughed then. “I owed you that one for knocking your papers all over the

place.”
“And Heng Kar, what do you think the run-time complexity of this algorithm

is?”
“Huh?” I blinked my eyes in mild confusion. Oh right, I was in class and

Mr Kang was asking a question, his eyes looking at me inquisitively, as though
he knew secretly that I had been daydreaming for quite a while while he was
teaching something. Oh bother, what was it he was teaching?

Siew Wah whispered covertly “log n”, which I immediately took up the hint
and replied “Oh, it is Big O of log n!”

“Very good Heng Kar. . . for a moment I thought you were not paying atten-
tion.” Mr Kang said as he gave a knowing smile before continuing with his lecture.
Damn it, he knew.

“That’s right. If we assume a balanced binary search tree, or at least, a binary
search tree that is not too skewed, we are looking at an average run-time com-
plexity of Big O of log n of the tree search algorithm. Now the problem, of course,
is that the trees are usually not very well-balanced, and in the worst case can be
a single chain that is not unlike that of a linked list. In that case, instead of loga-
rithmic growth, we see a linear relationship between search time and the number
of elements kept in the binary search tree. There are a few ways of balancing the
trees, and these include splay trees, red-black trees and even 2-3-4 trees. For all
purposes and intents though, we will not concern ourselves with them because
you won’t have time to write any of them under competition circumstances. But I
want to bring your attention to this concept of binary searching in the context of
finding elements in an array. As we know, we can sort an array with roughly n log
n time using heap sort, merge sort or even quick sort, or if we are crazy enough,
linear time using counting sort or radix sort. But after that, if we want to search
for an item, we can use the binary search algorithm to do this task instead of the
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dumb way of iterating element by element. Can any of you see why?”
“The sorted array is like a squished version of a balanced binary search tree?”
“Yes, that’s correct. The sorted array is indeed a ‘squished’ version of the

binary search tree. To be precise, it is the in order traversal of the binary search
tree. This gives us yet another way of sorting: implement a binary search tree and
insert all the elements, then do an in order traversal to output the tree. Suppose
we have n elements, then the upper bound of all the insertions is n log n, followed
by n steps needed for the in order output. Total sort time is still n log n. But
please, do not use binary search trees for sorting. . . the overhead is too high.”

Mr Kang continued. “We can of course use binary search trees as a quick
means of testing existence of something: just create a binary search tree and
insert all the elements that we have seen so far, and do a search if we want to
see if we have seen that element before. Of course, this automatically gives us
log n penalty for looking up, and roughly n log n penalty for insertions. But this
can potentially be better than hashing because you don’t have to deal with the
problems of collision like of hash tables. Any questions so far?” Mr Kang paused.
“Okay, let’s do another problem set then.”

Mr Kang walked back to the instructor’s desk in the front and retrieved a small
stack of stapled papers; those were the problem sets for the in-class program-
ming assignment component. He handed them out to all of us and requested that
we turned in our programs over the server and could immediately leave when we
were done, where ‘done’ simply meant having made a reasonable effort in solv-
ing the problems but could not make any headway for the day. He also reminded
us to pick up the home work set for the week that was placed beside the exit of
the computer laboratory on our way out.

I collected a stack of the problems from Mr Kang and went back to my termi-
nal. The blue glow from the screen seemed to bathe me in a certain protective
warmth, as though the IDE itself was all ready to forge ahead and produce rows
upon rows of working code that would solve the programming tasks perfectly.
Those four prior weeks of working on competitive programming made me re-
alise how much we actually relied on the server to provide all the training and
management service—I had finally understood why Siew Wah was adamant that
the team had a working server, even if it meant that he had to donate a brand new
machine just so that red tape did not prevent them from achieving the training
that they so desired. Ms Tan managed to get the fried machine fixed eventually,
but since we were all using Siew Wah’s built server with little incident, that re-
paired machine is now sitting next to Siew Wah’s rig as a spare; Siew Wah rigged
up the machines so that the primary server would send data dumps to the back
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up server, and should the back up server not detect the primary server’s signal
within a time period of about thirty minutes, it would hijack the primary server’s
IP address and run the judging software and data, and would send an email to
Siew Wah once every hour till he went down and fix what was wrong with the
primary server.

I was a little psyched up; later that evening, I would be going to the community
club that Kah Hao had recommended me to go and try playing the dizi in their
orchestra. I had asked Kah Hao if he would be meeting me before hand so
that we could go together, but he said that it was quite impossible because
of where we both were staying and that he had to do other things before that,
which made committing to any other events in between very hard and somewhat
irresponsible. It has been quite a few months since I last touched any dizi and
I was not even sure if I was still competent enough to play some notes without
any of them sounding to terrible. I had told Kah Hao that I did not have any
dizi on my own, but he reassured me that Tian Kun would take care of it and I
should just turn up and see for myself how things went. That slight nervousness
of something new was the most likely the reason why I was daydreaming outright
in the middle of class.

I sighed and opened up the problem set, and started to work on the problems
on the terminal. I was careful to read all the questions in the problem set first;
one of the things that Mr Kang was sure to teach us in the beginning was to pay
attention to the content of the questions and not on the ordering of the questions,
simply because it is a fatal assumption that the first question in the problem set
is the easiest one to solve; the assumption might be right most of the time,
but it was sheer folly to rely completely on that assumption and not look at the
other problems before attempting them, since time management was the key to
success and almost all the time, all the questions had equally weighted scores
assigned to them. To drive this point home into the competitive programming
training team, Mr Kang would usually permute his questions in the problem set
randomly before handing them out to us, which essentially coerced us to unlearn
most of the bad habits we had relating to question reading and understanding.

Of the lot of questions from the set, I thought that I could perhaps solve
three of them that day: there was a simple simulation question, and another one
that looked like a problem that we had done as a part of home work some weeks
back, leaving me to pick the less hard of the two remaining problems to work on
in class and to take the other other one home to work on and hand in by next
Saturday. I picked up my pencil and quickly sketched out some diagrams to try
and understand the questions that I have chosen to solve more; it was another
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strategy that Mr Kang had told us.
“Remember, that problem set is for you. I suggest you rip out the staple at

the top when you first receive it so that you won’t bind yourselves to the order
in which the questions are presented. Also, I want each of you to go into the
competition armed with at least one writing instrument: I never believed that
people can think and keep all their thoughts completely in their heads without
the use of paper. So, bring a pencil or a pen, and I want you to scribble ideas
and diagrams on the question sheet so that before you even start writing a line
of code in the IDE, you would have sketched out some important properties or
concepts or even an algorithm to solve that particular problem,” Mr Kang had
said, and followed up with mock threats of reporting to Ms Tan those who did
not follow the orders down to a tee.

I could see why this was a good idea, but I hated to rip a nicely stapled
problem set pile, so I just followed the instruction of using writing instruments
to sketch ideas instead. Initially, it felt very unnatural—the urge to reach out for
the keyboard to type the first thing that came to mind was exceedingly hard to
fight back, but after having done some form of competitive programming for the
last twenty odd days, I was already starting to get the hang of things, and would
always seem to reach out for the pencil naturally to sketch out ideas. Siew Wah
had a hand in that of course; he had been around in the computer laboratory
most of the time, and made it clear that if I had anything that I did not know, I
should just pester him directly for help, and not sit there and wonder about what
was happening. He said something to the effect of “if you screw up, I look bad
also, and that’s the last thing I want”, which sounded a little cynical even by his
standards, but I found to harbour more than a grain of truth in it.

The two hours passed quickly—noon time was here. Mr Kang ordered all of
us to stop.

“Okay, keyboards down. Save your work, hand in those that you want to hand
in and prepare to evacuate the room in ten minutes, or you’ll have to deal with
the data corruption that comes when I throw The Big Switch.” The Big Switch
was Mr Kang’s way of referring to the circuit breaker that controlled all the power
in the computer laboratory. It was a fairly terrifying threat, and he even had Ms
Tan affirm that she had given him the authority to do anything that was within
reason to ensure that the training would progress smoothly. Some of the seniors
had thought little of his threat in the beginning, but when they suddenly realised
the distinct lack of life from the electronic devices, they too learnt that his threats
would be enacted with no compunction whatsoever.

I quickly saved the files to my USB flash drive and quickly exited the IDE and
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logged out of the computer before shutting it down. The last thing I wanted was
to lose all that source code that I had painstaking written and debugged during
those two precious hours. Pushing my swivel chair below the table, I opened up
the exit to the computer laboratory and exited with the other seniors.

Siew Wah was standing there at the spiral staircase, his arms crossed. He
had been fast in getting out, since he saved everything to the network drive and
just powered down as quickly as he could. He already had his school bag on and
was obviously waiting for me, albeit in a somewhat crabby looking mood.

I went to the lockers below and withdrew my school bag and put it on. Siew
Wah was standing to the side of me by now and asked, “Ready?” To which I
replied yes.

The both of us strolled down the spiral staircase slowly and carefully, feeling
the heat of the midday sun scorching through our skin and perspiration. It was
a ridiculous feeling; the sun was directly overhead and there was almost two to
three floors of concrete shielding us the moment we were on the second floor of
the main building, yet the heat somehow managed to penetrate through all that.
It was a rather nasty feeling. Siew Wah seemed fairly quiet, as he walked next
to me down the stairs, quietly perspiring, his forehead in a furrow, as though he
was angry at something.

“Hey Siew?”
“What. . . ” That was gruff-ish.
“What’s wrong?”
“Meh. . . nothing in particular.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“Alright then.” I sighed. This was going to be hard.
When we reached the first floor, I saw that the double class room on our left

had its doors propped open, and many people were coming out with Chinese
music instruments of all sorts.

“Heng Kar! Heng Kar!” I heard my name being called. Straining my eyes
and attempting to triangulate the voice, I peered into the throng of people and
espied Kah Hao.

“Oh hey, Kah Hao. What’s up?”
“You coming for the rehearsal tonight?”
“Yeah, that’s the plan. What time should I show up again?”
“I would suggest being there at around seven in the evening. I’ve already

called Tian Kun—he said he would be there around that time and would also
bring a spare set of dizi that you can borrow and try out. So, just show up then.
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You still have the address with you? Do you know how to get there?”
“Yeah, thanks for the address. I’ve got it; I think I can get close enough by

the transit system.”
“Good for you. Okay, I’ll see you later; need to keep all these stuff first.”
“Later.” I waved good bye at Kah Hao and turned around to continue the walk

to the bus stop. Siew Wah was already ahead; he did not wait for me. Something
was completely wrong.

I half-ran towards Siew Wah and caught up with him.
“Siew, what’s wrong? Why didn’t you wait for me?”
“You were busy, so I decided to just walk on ahead first. You’d catch up with

me anyway, so no need to just stand around and look like an idiot.” I could barely
catch what he was saying as he was saying it in a rather low and sullen voice.

“Siew, you sound upset. What’s wrong?”
“I’ll tell you what’s wrong.” Siew Wah suddenly stopped and said that while

looking at me dead in the eye. “You are getting yourself all distracted! Do you
think that you can be a good programmer and problem solver if you do not devote
all your time to the craft? What’s with this sudden interest in Chinese Orchestra?
Didn’t you hate it before, and wasn’t that the reason why you weren’t involved in
the Chinese Orchestra here? If that’s so, why are you trying to do this now, when
you are in intensive training for competitive programming for the big individual
competition early next year? Also what’s with you and Kah Hao? Why are the
two of you suddenly such good chums? Didn’t you screw something up for him
before when you bumped into him that day?”

I started to lose my cool, but I held my tongue in check as I rebutted Siew
Wah.

“Siew, look, you are being a little unreasonable here. I didn’t commit to join-
ing their Chinese Orchestra; I just wanted to go and have a look. No commit-
ments yet, see? Also, while I like competitive programming and problem solving
in general, I need some other form of relaxation. I have been solving program-
ming problems for the last twenty to thirty odd days, non-stop, surely I am entitled
to some alone time to do something different so that I don’t get all stressed up
and crabby right? And are you just being jealous because you have lost one more
loyal listener of your exploits and stories?” Oh no, I lost my tongue in the end.

“Jealous? Me? Heng, you ungrateful idiot, I’m trying to help you here. Just
because you are fairly successful so far in the competitive programming training
team doesn’t mean you are most definitely going to succeed at the competition.
Let me tell you this: the questions that we are working on now are nowhere near
the standard that is required for the actual competitions. They are mostly very
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simple intro-level stuff, things that should not take you more than fifteen minutes
tops to solve. Mr Kang is a decent trainer, but there’s a lot that he is not saying,
and that you need find out on your own. Don’t think that you have that much time
to throw around; if you don’t want to go back build brainless robots from plastic
parts, then I suggest you take this competitive programming more seriously and
actually do well in it so that things will be fine.”

“Siew, you got me wrong! I’m not dumping competitive programming,” I was
seething, but I held back—Siew Wah was never this irrational before, and the
last thing I wanted was to lose rationality and go into a shouting match. “I’m just
trying out the Chinese Orchestra thing that Kah Hao suggested. I don’t really
have any intentions of joining them permanently—it is actually quite out of the
way for me from home you see? Also, it’s only once a week on Saturday evenings;
surely you are not going to deprive me of a chance to use my own time to do
something different for a change?”

That seemed to placate Siew Wah a little; that deep anger in his eyes seemed
to have faded somewhat. Without saying another word, he turned away from me
and continued walking towards the bus stop across the road. I stood there in
shock, not quite knowing what had happened.

“Heng, what are you waiting for? Christmas is two months away.” Well, he
sounded fine; he was already cracking a joke.

“Alright! On my way,” I said as I half-jogged to catch up with him once more.
We both stood at the pedestrian crossing, waiting for the signal for us to cross
safely.

“Hey, Heng.”
“Yeah?”
“Sorry about that.” That was a fast apology.
“Don’t worry about it; I’m not offended. Just kinda confused why you had

such a big reaction, that’s all.”
“I really want you to do well in competitive programming. Computer Club

really needs more people who can program; all the competent folks are seniors
and are already graduating. There’s only me left, and I don’t really want to do all
these competitions alone. I think it’d be great if you were also good at compet-
itive programming. Also, I didn’t want to lose you as a friend.”

“Woah. . . lose me as a friend? Why would you think that?” I was incredulous.
The beeping noise came on and Siew Wah talked as we walked.

“Well, you seemed to be quite friendly with Kah Hao and also seemingly
shared an interest in the same thing. I just didn’t want you to run away with
Kah Hao and do all those Chinese Orchestra stuff and not hang out with me
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anymore, because I don’t do things like that.”
“Goodness! Siew Wah, is this the first day you know me? That’s such a silly

thing to say!” I said as I playfully punched him in the arm. “Hell, you’d have to
kill me to get rid of me and stop me from being your friend. I never knew you
were so sentimental.”

“Heh, I’m not. And don’t you go round spreading stupid rumours about me!”
Siew Wah said as he playfully socked me in the arm also.

“Where to?” I asked once we were at the bus stop.
“Coffee shop near your house. I think I owe you a meal for flaring up at you

so randomly.”
“Oh? You’re being generous today? In that case, I will not stinge!”
Siew Wah chuckled. I smiled. It was hard for either of us to be angry with the

other; maybe that was what being true friends really meant?
A short while later, the bus arrived and we both boarded it to get to the transit

system. Both of us were quiet along the way there, me thinking a little more
deeply on what SiewWah was trying to say, and SiewWah, well he seemed deep in
thought also. It was a welcomed silence though, not the awkward discomforting
one, but the kind that you knew you were in good company, and that there was
little that needed to be said because things were all good. We arrived at the
transit station after being on the bus for about twenty minutes.

“On second thoughts, let’s just eat at one of the food places here. My treat of
course.”

“Oh? Why the change of heart?”
“Makes it easier for me to travel; I don’t really want to travel to your place and

walk around before having to travel back to my own.”
“Cheapskate,” I joked, but I knew that he had a point there. It did sound kind

of silly for him to travel all around the world for a meal when we could have just
settled it here before heading back home. We discussed for a bit at the ground
floor of the transit station before deciding to eat at the newly opened Japanese
restaurant that was available at the nearby shopping mall.

The sky started to darken a little as we made our way from the transit station
to the mall via the covered walkways; thunderstorms were a common occurrence
at this time of the year, since the monsoon season is at work combined with the
rather prevalent effects of convectional rain that would occur ever so randomly
when the water vapour would decide that enough was enough and fall back to the
ground. Siew Wah and I quicked our pace through the covered walkway; neither
of us brought any umbrellas that day, and it made little sense to get caught in
the ensuing rain when the location that we were heading was so close to start
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with. We crossed the pedestrian crossing there in the nick of time, just when the
signal was flickering and about to convert to the “do not cross” one. Reaching
to the safety of the cover of the other side, we stopped to catch our breath, as I
looked into the shopping mall.

Kum Kim Centre was the name of this shopping mall, which was probably the
only shopping mall within a kilometre radius on this side of the island nation.
It was an oddity, really, since its location could generally be thought of as be-
ing not too economically viable, as it was far from the closest shopping district
which housed all the big-name shoppingmalls and arcades which in turn boasted
branded shops like Gucci and Calvin Klein. But Kum Kim Centre survived most of
the time from the patronage of the legions of students that were in the schools
near it, students like Siew Wah and I; in fact, someone did a calculation for a
class project on the traffic flow through the Centre and reached a number that
hit the thousands range per day, an impressive number for a mall that had all
the usual disadvantages of location. As a result of the demographics, the stores
that existed in Kum Kim Centre catered mostly to a youthful crowd, with cheap
clothing stores, cheaper eateries and fast food places. Near Kum Kim Centre
was yet another student magnet: the four storey public library that housed many
non-fiction books, perfect for the student who needed to do research and quote
from non-Wikipedia sources as a manner of appeasing the disdain that teachers
have on the veracity of the crowd-sourced encyclopaedia.

The Japanese restaurant that Siew Wah and I was heading for was on the
second floor, where most of the slightly higher class eateries were; the first floor
was largely populated by fast food outlets and cheap clothing boutiques, a defi-
nite crowd attractor on a Saturday afternoon when extracurricular activities have
ended. We took the escalator up to the second floor and were quickly seated by
the waiter who was standing at the entrance of the restaurant, in anticipation.

“Heh, good ambience, don’t you think?”
“I suppose so.” I looked around the seating area. Apart from two small groups

of people other than us, the dining area was mostly empty. It was a quiet place.
“I found this place that day when I got bored and decided to spend a little

money to try something new. Turns out that not many people know about this
place because it was a little out of the way; second floor and no easy view from
the ground floor entrance and what not. But the food is superb! You have to try
it to see what I mean.”

“Okay, what do you say is good here?”
“I would try themixed seafood sushi set—the tuna and salmon are ridiculously

fresh, and the meal is easy to digest and tastes good to boot.”
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I thought about what he said and decided to take up his offer. It had been a
while since I last ate sushi, because of the salmonella scare that occurred about
a year ago where a few people were hospitalised and discovered to be suffering
from salmonella poisoining from eating the raw fish that were present in the
sushi that they had consumed. While measures were put in place to ensure that
such a catastrpohe would not occur again, I was still hesitant to eat raw fish meat
after that, especially since one year ago this time I was in the process of taking
my national examination, the one that would ultimately post me to Hilltop High.

“Siew, what are you getting?”
“Something heavier: teriyaki chicken rice bowl with side dishes.”
I looked at the menu to find that item. The picture of the bowl of food looked

formidable, and the side dishes included a slab of coleslaw and some chopped
up fruits. The price was also fairly reflective of the size of the portion.

“Woah, that’s a lot of food! Are you sure you’ll be fine with it?”
“Nah, no problems. I didn’t have breakfast like you, Heng. So a heavier lunch

is the most logical for me to do, considering everything.”
The waiter came by our table and took our orders and Siew Wah and I spent

the next fifteen minutes talking, before our food was served. We ate the food
quickly, still talking, and Siew Wah paid the waiter before we got up and left the
Japanese restaurant to make our way back to the transit station. At the exit of
Kum Kim Centre, we found the ground outside to have puddles of water with no
signs of rain drops; it seemed that the rain had fallen in its entirety and that it
would probably not rain for at least another hour. Shrugging at each other, we
crossed the pedestrian crossing and backtracked along the covered walkway to
the transit station, where we entered the gantry and took another escalator up to
the train platforms to wait.

“Hey Siew.”
“Yeah Heng?”
“I’m not going to dump competitive programming you know. Just wanted to

try something a little different to see if I can reduce stress here and there.”
“Yeah I realised. I was just a little annoyed earlier because I thought that you

were looking for a cop out to do other stuff and not dedicate time to this.”
“Nah. . . I can understand why you are saying all these, but truth is, I really want

to do good in competitive programming. All that music stuff is only for my own
relaxation when I want to clear my mind of the vagaries of life that competitive
programming can sometimes bring up.”

“Yeah. I understood that. Let’s just head on home first; don’t you need to
prepare for the sessions this evening that you had promised Kah Ha you’d be
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attending?”
“That’s true. Oh here comes the train in our direction.”
Siew Wah and I stepped up to the marking on the floor that showed where the

doors of the transit train would open. The train stopped and the doors opened,
and a huge torrent of people charged out through its doors, as though the flood
had occurred and that all of them were trying to escape its wrath. A minute
passed and the train was almost completely empty before we entered it. Since
there were so many seats around, Siew Wah and I each took a seat and literally
collapsed into it; not a fun thing to do because the seats were made of hard
plastic, but the morning of competitive programming training had drained off
most of our brain power, and the most important thing then that we would really
like to do is just to sleep and recover some of the lost energy.

I unslung my school bag and placed it across my lap top, and folded my
hands on it, while Siew Wah unslung his school bag and hugged it tightly as he
lengthened his legs out such that his body was nearly straight as it made an angle
with the ground with the resting point of his head on a pillar and his buttocks
on the edge of the seat. I could never figure out how he could do that; it always
looked very uncomfortable, especially for the rump because of the hardness of
the seat and the fact that it was also smooth, which meant that sliding off the
seat was a very real scenario that could occur. I was happier to just curl up from
a seated position and sleep with my head tucked downwards; it felt a little more
comfortable and I gathered that I probably would not take up so much space as
compared to Siew Wah. Soon the comfortable position carried me lully to dream
world once more.

It was the same drab and grey world. I was again walking, but this time, it
seemed that I was walking in the opposite direction of where everyone else was
walking, since I kept bumping into people who were huddled deep in their coats
and hats. I kept saying sorry to them as I moved forward, without a clue why I was
walking in the opposite direction. As though a fit of inspiration hit me, I turned
around to see what was going on behind me and why everyone was walking in
a direction that was opposite of mine. I saw a tall dark building, a very tall and
very dark building with rows and rows of coloured rectangles; perhaps they were
windows showing lights that were within. The side of the building was peculiar—
there was a sort of dancing feel to the light there, which, unlike the others, was
reddish orange instead of the yellow that was all around. I thought I could almost
hear some screaming voices in the distance, but I did not really know what to
think about it. I could see that there was a throng of people who were walking
straight towards the building, and that a line of people were trying to get in from
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what seemed like the front door, as the light continued to flicker above.
Strangely, I found that I had turned away from the spectacle and was con-

tinuing my solitary march in the different direction as I kept on bumping into
people along the way. Each time I bumped into someone, I apologised to them
quickly, but they kept on coming towards and past me, and each of them seemed
to be mumbling one thing or another. Try as I might, I could not hear what they
were saying—everything sounded like a murmur. And as weirdly as I appeared
in that dense crowd of people, I suddenly found myself in an empty floor of a
building, with only the regularity of the pillars acting as the only decoration of
the empty space. I looked down and saw that I was wearing a black trench coat,
which I found to be very strange because never in my life had I worn trench coats
before, let along black ones, due to the excessive heat and humidity that was the
predominant weather conditions of the island state. I casually flipped my trench
coat open and stuck my hand in, and withdrew a shiny black automatic pistol.
Immediately, I could hear the zing of a bullet flying my way and striking at one of
the pillars that were next to me. Without thinking too much, I did a falling dodge,
and in that split second, I saw that there was another person on the other side
of the empty floor and he (or she, I could not tell) was holding a pistol which was
aimed at me, and that there was a trace of the tell-tale smoke of a shot that was
recently fired.

I got into a ready stance behind the pillar, my mind strangely empty. Then,
without any rhyme or reason, I found myself sliding out of the pillar and running
forwards towards that figure in the distance, my pistol drawn and safety catch off,
and as I ran forwards, I kept firing at the figure, not caring about the recoil (which
I did not really feel), and having no idea how I managed to aim at the person
while in that state. Of course, the figure was not standing there and waiting to
be shot it, it also took evasive manoeuvres and fired counter shots at me, which
seem to have missed me.

I jerked my head up awake and found the Siew Wah had already gotten off
the train. Gathering my wits and checking my bearings, I found that I was at my
destination transit station and quickly got off the train before the doors closed.
That was one helluva disorienting dream.
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Confrontation

I got home safely, took a shower before deciding on a quick nap. I had checked
the address that Kah Hao had given me, and as usual, I realised that it was
possible for me to get to the community club through the use of the transit train;
clearly the mass transit system was one of the more convenient travel schemes
of mine. I woke up about an hour later, refreshed, and threw on a decent T-shirt
and put on my jeans, after which I wore my sneakers and left the house once
again to get to the transit station that was nearest my house. The station was
most definitely within walking distance, but still, it took at least five minutes on
a good day, if there were any signs of inclement weather, the progress would be
slow and it would take me at least ten minutes just to get there. Thankfully, the
weather forecast had predicted clear skies that evening, a most fortunately and
unusual occurrence at this time of the year because of the monsoons and stuff.
Perhaps the rain had out-poured itself earlier in the afternoon while Siew Wah
and I were having lunch at the Japanese restaurant.

The walk to the station gave me much needed time to think about what had
happened throughout the month. From a mere member of the computer club, I
had risen to the point that Siew Wah was keen on supporting me to be a part of
the elite competitive programming team, a team that had a decent award history
at the local competitive programming circuit. I found programming computers
fun, since there was this strange sense of achievement when I could make the
machine do what I want it to do, as opposed to just allowing to work based on
programs that other people have written. From an accidental crash with a fellow
student, I found myself falling back into something that I had done before in the
past, something that I had truly thought I would never return to, because of all
the bad memories and high tension moments then, when the Chinese Orchestra
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just meant regular drills and constant rehearsals, where there was little room for
artistic expression. Within the confines of the four walls of the rehearsal room, I
found nothing but solace, in spite of having more than thirty people who were in
the same place as I was. Yet I found myself walking back to that, half-expecting
something good to happen, half knowing that perhaps a repeat of what I had felt
would occur again.

I soon arrived at the station and tapped the farecard at the gantry, which
beeped in approval before opening up its gates. I stepped through and took the
escalator up to the train platform, and boarded the train when it arrived. It would
be about seven stops before I had to disembark, and that amount of time was
sufficient for me to do even more thinking. But I was a little tired, even after the
short nap—competitive programming training was a very draining affair, since
each time we were solving problem sets, we were essentially using a lot of our
brain power, with hardly any rest whatsoever. It felt as though we just ran a
marathon of sorts, which often ended with a collapse from pure exhaustion. I
think my current energy was from the anticipation of something new, something
that I never thought I would ever do again.

The stops whizzed past quickly, just as time usually does at times. I got off
the train at my destination and exited the station, once again through the tapping
of my farecard on the gantry. There was still a short walk of nearly five hundred
metres left from the transit station to the community club proper, but it was a
pleasant evening with little remnant heat from the day, and so it was bearable. I
took the walk towards the direction of the community club—Kah Hao had told me
that it was possible to actually take a bus for about three stops to get even closer
to the community club without too much effort, but I was too lazy to figure that
bit out. Maybe I will take up his suggestion if the weather weren’t this pleasant.

The short walk took me beneath the train tracks, which was a new encounter
to me. Seeing the stout concrete pillars holding up the concrete super structure
for the rails felt very surreal, particularly when the train would rumble on top of it
when it was passing through. Needless to say, I was mildly perturbed, but it was
nothing too out of the ordinary; I knew that I was safe. I was rather amused to
find that the void space beneath the tracks had been converted into a work out
place, complete with a measured track. It was from the tracks that I could figure
out that the distance I had walked thus far was nearly four hundred metres, which
meant that I had another hundred more to go to reach my final destination for
the evening. Crossing a pedestrian crossing-less road, I continued the trek, and
soon arrived at the point where there was a flight of stairs running perpendicular
to the under-track haven. I had arrived.
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I walked up the stairs to get to the front side of the community club, just as
Kah Hao told me to. It was a strange walk, there were pine trees lining on the right
side of the foot path, growing from within the concrete enclosure that surrounded
the community club proper. The foot path itself was in concrete (of course), and
was lined by small embedded pillars in the ground, as if to act as some form
of imaginary fencepost in case anyone were to deviate from the path and walk
on to the grass, which was usually not a good idea due to the high likelihood of
stepping into mud due to the rather prevalent rainy season. I strolled past these
oddities along the path and made my way through the gates of the community
club and proceeded to the rehearsal room that was on the third floor. I checked
my watch while I did so: six fifty-five. At least, I am not too early nor am I too
late; a good impression I suppose.

I looked through the small glass panel on the door of the rehearsal room with
some mild apprehension—it was, after all, a brand-new environment that I was
not really fully comfortable of being in. As I stood there wondering about what I
was actually doing there, the door opened and Kah Hao was there.

“Hey! Heng Kar! You made it. . . in time too!”
“Yeah, so I did. This is the right place, right?” I said somewhat nervously as

I peered behind Kah Hao to look into the room. There were quite a few peo-
ple who were around, and they were mostly clustered into groups based on their
instruments. Most of them were seated in circles or some other circle-like con-
figuration where they would be able to look at the leader or instructor who often
sat in the middle of them, demonstrating the skills there were needed to achieve
a particular effect on the musical instrument. It was rather intoxicating to watch,
since each of them had the eagerness and enthusiasm that I had never seen
before when I was still back in the Chinese Orchestra in primary school.

“Yep, you got it right. Lemme introduce you to Tian Kun; he’s the resident
dizi instructor and our principal dizi player in the main orchestra. He’s prepared
a set of dizi for you to play with after I had told him that you had played in the
orchestra before in the past.”

“Oh, okay, thanks Kah Hao!” I said as I followed Kah Hao’s lead to the centre
of the rehearsal room, where a thirty-year-old man was seated. He was a heavy
set figure, seemingly made of only muscles, and appeared as though he would
be more comfortable throwing people around in a wrestling ring than to be at
a Chinese Orchestra making music on a dainty looking instrument like the dizi.
Yet when he was practising a piece as I approached him, his fingers were very
light, and he had a most relaxed look about his face, as though the bulk that he
was carrying around in the form of hardened muscles were non-existent; it was
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only music that he made with the dizi, and not some awful sound that I would
suspect would be made, since he looked so boorish and all.

“Hi Tian Kun, this is Heng Kar, the school mate that I told you about who used
to play the dizi back in primary school.” Kah Hao said as he pointed me out to
Tian Kun politely.

“Ah! Heng Kar! Good, good. . . before we do anything, let me pass you a bag
of dizi so that you can do something tonight. No point coming here and then
spending your time doing absolutely nothing; that’s just a waste and you might
as well not come.” Tian Kun said as he got up from his seat and walked to a
metal cabinet in the deeper corner of the rehearsal room and drew out a long
and black faux leather bag.

The memories started to pour back into me, the old times when I was in the
Chinese Orchestra, the long hours of sectional practices, the many hours of com-
bined rehearsals, the sweat from the moving of the instruments, the exhilaration
of playing through a fast piece, the coordination of disparate instrument tones
to form music. Then the politics, the back-stabbing, the merciless instructors,
the uncaring members, the sullen teacher in charge, the poor turn out, the lack
of enthusiasm all hit me, and I soon forgot all that was ever good that I had
experienced from the time I spent in the Chinese Orchestra in primary school.

“Hey Heng Kar, dizi here?” Tian Kun said as he waved the black bag at me.
Snapping out of my momentary lapse of observation, I sheepishly took the bag
of instruments, and pulled up a chair next to him.

“Okay. Kah Hao is stuck practising a piece for the performance in December
with Tiffany, our youngest yangqin player, so you’ll be trying out some of these
pieces and such so that I can see your technical ability. Also, don’t need to be
too self-conscious—we’re all amateurs here, and if you like playing, you can just
join us, if you don’t, no obligations, but you need to return me my dizi.” Tian Kun
chuckled a little as he said the last line. Flipping open a practice book that he
fished out of his sling bag, which he kept behind his chair, he flipped the pages
till it was at the page that he wanted.

“Okay, found it. Actually, why are you still sitting here in a daze? Did you
forget how to warm-up or handle the dizi?”

I blushed a little under such a direct questioning. I unzipped the dizi bag
and fished out a dizi from it.

“Get the G major one. Pretty standard, don’t you think?”
I rifled through the set of 10 dizi in the bag, and finally found one who had a

carving on the side that said ‘G’. I took it out and looked at it quizzically, before I
raised the instrument to my lips and held the instrument carefully. That feeling of
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the familiar washed upon myself again, and was soon gone as I was once more
brought back to the real world.

“Okay, looks like you remembered how to hold the dizi. That’s good, now try
to play this piece.” I took a look at the piece that Tian Kun had pointed out at
and looked really scary, with a few sixteenth notes here and there throughout the
speed.

“You sure this is okay for me to play? I’ve not really played for more than a
year you know..”

“Don’t worry about it; why don’t you try it first to see how you far?” Tian Kun
said in a somewhat reassuring manner.

I shrugged. I had made it all the way here anyway, might as well try something
and not waste the time. I looked carefully at the music and tried my best to play
what I saw.

It felt a little odd. My lips did not seem to want to cooperate with what I
wanted to do, and my fingers felt very very stiff, as though they were suffering
from some form of rheumatoid arthritis. I found that my ring fingers were not as
responsive as they were, as I struggled to move them somewhat independently
from the other fingers on my hands. But some how, in spite of all these discom-
forts, I trudged on and played through the piece as best as I could, sometimes
replaying a small part again when I found that I have lost the flow of the piece,
either through a stumbling melodic phrase, or through getting lost among the lit-
eral ambush of a string of sixteenth notes. I fumbled my way through the piece
and when I got to the end of the piece, I stopped and put down the dizi, my
fingers a little aching from the exertion.

“Hmm. . . ” Tian Kun began, seemingly in thought. “That wasn’t too bad. You
said you were in the Chinese Orchestra in primary school. When did you start
playing the dizi and when did you end?”

“Well,” I said, as I tried to recall the exact years, “I began when I was in
primary two I think, and sort of stopped some time in the middle of primary
six, partially because it was time to prepare for the national examinations, partly
because I got sick of some of the things that were occurring in the orchestra at
that time.”

“Ah, okay. You seem to have decent fundamentals, just a little rusty from being
out of practice for a while. Why not try to play this set of warm-up exercises to
get yourself reacquainted with what you used to do before we start the rehearsal
for the main orchestra body. These are a little different from the piece that I
originally asked you to try; they focus more on getting the fingers and the lips
‘warmed up’ than anything else. Also, I need to go over and see what Kah Hao
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is doing; did he tell you that he was going to be doing a duet with Tiffany this
December?” Tian Kun said as he got up from his chair and made his way to the
front of the rehearsal room, where Kah Hao and Tiffany were. I simply nodded
at what he said and went about trying to play the warm-up exercises that were
written on the music that Tian Kun had left the practice book opened to.

It took me a while, but soon I was a little more comfortable with the in-
strument in hand, with only my right pinky still being very stiff for some reason—
perhaps I was grabbing the dizi a little too hard even with the pinky, which caused
it to feel a little pain and have a strange ‘snap-back’ effect whenever I tried to
move it around, unlike the other fingers which had gottenmuchmore comfortable
and sufficiently loosened after the exercises. At that point, the loosely grouped
throng of people started to alter their positions and there was a general sense
of movement throughout them all.

“Hey Heng Kar, main orchestra rehearsal is beginning. Are you staying through?”
Kah Hao said as he walked back to his chair and started to pull it to the right
position in the order of the instruments for the full-scale orchestra rehearsal.

“Yeah, I suppose. I think I might have gotten back some of the chops that I
had earlier when I was stilling playing the dizi. . . ”

“That’s good! Try to see if you can catch up with the orchestra now, if it
works, maybe you might find it fun or something. Also, move your chair over next
to mine; we face the other side when we have combined rehearsals. You’ll share
music with me, since we don’t have another one prepared; Tian Kun and I are the
only dizi players in this orchestra, so there’re only two folders prepared, which is
fine. Oh, have I shown you to Mr Ang yet? He’s the conductor, up front.”

I looked at roughly where Kah Hao was pointing and found myself staring at
a fairly tall and commanding gentleman with a strong moustache adorning the
space of skin between his nose and his upper lip. He looked really stern, as if at
any moment he would furrow his forehead and cast a condescending look upon
you should you even dare to contemplate not doing something correctly.

“Oh, don’t worry about how he looks; he’s not that bad. I mean, he can be
strict if he needs to, but generally he isn’t. You should join us for supper later; we
usually do that after rehearsals at the nearby hawker centre and talk about stuff
while we drink some drinks that Mr Ang would usually buy for us.”

I raised an eyebrow. A conductor who mingled with the ‘underlings’—I had
never heard of that before. The conductor that was in my mind was one who was
uncompromising on everything, demanding nothing short of blind obedience to
what he commanded in order to keep him placated and thus not flare up. I
remembered when my old orchestra was kept for rehearsal almost an hour more
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than what we should have done, because we were not performing ‘up to the
standard that was required’, as said by the conductor then. That was one of the
reasons why I chose to get out of Chinese Orchestras in general, because I did
not like being bossed around like that for something that I was supposed to find
fun to do.

The scurrying to get into position was soon reduced to a lull as everyone
settled down in their places. Mr Ang took his place at the front of the orchestra,
where the conductor traditionally stood.

“Alright, the last time we were playing silutuoling and it was pretty decent.
Let’s try that piece again for a start and see if the things that I highlighted to
you all to pay attention to are still paid attention to.”

There was amild round of giggles around. Ignoring the giggles, Mr Ang raised
his baton and everyone got to the ready.

“Careful for this piece,” Kah Hao whispered. “You might want to use two dizi
for this one because of the key change.”

Thankfully, the beginning portion of the piece did not involve the dizi, and so
I had time to pick up the F major dizi from the bag of instruments that Tian Kun
lent me. I glanced at Kah Hao, who gave me a shrug and showed that he was
using the G major dizi with different fingerings. I was mildly amazed—how could
someone who was roughly of the same age as me be so proficient in the dizi that
he could use the odd fingerings to play an F major skill on a G major dizi?

But all my amazement and wonderings had to wait, for soon it was our turn
to play. When Mr Ang gave the cue, I found myself following along with the dizi,
feeling a little cumbersome yet without too much staggering to the point that I
would drop out of the music, being unable to catch on to the speed that they
were playing.
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Chapter 13

Immediate Aftermath

“Hey, good job there!” Tian Kun said to me as we were all packing up after a
night of rehearsals. “Thanks!”

I was exhausted. It was a rather tiring affair, to be breathing in such a con-
trolled manner for the better part of the two hours. My fingers felt as though
they were not attached to my hands, and my forearms ached from having to hold
up the dizi for such a long period of time. My breath was still uneven and fairly
irregular as I tried to regain the consistent breathing rhythm from the exertion.
It was by no means an extreme form of exertion, but it did take a small toll on
me since I had not been in the best of form from having not played the dizi for
a long time. I tried my best to help move the chairs to stacks towards the back
of the rehearsal room, and since I was fairly tired, I moved them one by one.

I picked up the neatened dizi bag and handed it back to Tian Kun, thanking
him in the process. The buff man smiled at me as he took it, nodding his head at
the same time, a nod that seemed to be knowing and telling of some truth that
I did not seem to comprehend at that point in time.

“Hey Heng Kar! You coming along for the after rehearsal supper/tea thing?
I can introduce you to Mr Ang, and maybe we can talk about some stuff along
the way? Oh! I almost forgot, this is Tiffany. Tiffany, Heng Kar. He’s also from
Hilltop High, and is also a secondary one student. I think he is in the computer
club or something, am I right?” I answered in the affirmative to Kah Hao.

“Hi there, Heng Kar! I’m Tiffany, nice to meet you.” Tiffany said to me as she
smiled. At that moment, I felt as though my knees had melted away and I was
just trembling from what felt like a complete lack of support. That was a feeling
that I had never experienced, and needless to say, I was rather confused over
the whole affair.

131
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“I’m the yangqin player here,” Tiffany continued, seemingly oblivious to the
fact that I had been reduced to a blabbering fool.

“Okay guys, let’s move these last group of chairs and make it a wrap.” Kah
Hao said as he motioned us.

I shook my head rapidly and cleared my mind. It had been a long day, from
the competitive programming training in the morning, to the long rehearsal with
an instrument that I had hardly play ever since having lost most of the interest
in it due to the disquieting politics of the old chinese orchestra back in primary
school, and the thing that I truly wanted to do the most was to get back home
and sleep. But a promise is a promise—I had promised Kah Hao that I would
join them for tea or supper or whatever they were calling the event. I was not
sure what would happen there, but Kah Hao was a cool dude and Tiffany seemed
sweet, so I suppose there was really little incentive to do otherwise.

We packed up everything and exited the rehearsal room. Kah Hao told me
that Mr Ang and the rest would join us; we could just go on ahead first since
the place that we were having the supper/tea was the same each night, and it
would be a little while before the main body of the orchesta would join us. By
going earlier, Kah Hao had said, we would be able to get to the food place at a
leisurely pace, without having to worry about playing catch up or anything like
that towards the rest of the older members of the orchestra.

The three of us were rather silent on the way to the food centre. I was not
sure if it was due to me being present, but I was really too tired to make any
comment about anything. Then Kah Hao broke the ice.

“What do you like to drink?”
“Huh?” I was confuddled. “What kind of question is that?”
“Oh, so what happens is that Mr Ang would usually buy a round of drinks for

everyone. If we were there early, we could just order the drinks from Ah Kun first,
and then he would tell Mr Ang the total cost of everything.”

“That’s weird. . . why would Mr Ang buy drinks for everyone? Isn’t it kinda
expensive and not exactly normal?” I queried.

“To be honest, I have no idea why he would do that. But it seems to be
rather popular with everyone, and it has been a few years now that he has done
that, so I suppose it has become a tradition of some sorts? I mean, maybe
it’s his way of thanking us for putting in all these effort into something that was
essentially a recreational activity. For some of us, it does take a bit of effort
to turn up for rehearsal every Saturday night, since it means that we need to
sacrifice something else just to be here. And thus, that’s why Mr Ang buy drinks;
to make it seem less bad to turn up for rehearsal.”
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That was an interesting line of reasoning. It sounded so simple, but really, I
was unsure of what to think. I stole a glance at Tiffany, and found her walking a
little nonchalantly, as though she was a little deep in thought and was not actually
listening into the converstion that we were having.

“Also, you haven’t told me what you wanted to drink yet.”
“Oh, right. I think I’ll have a can of soy bean milk.”
“Alright, soy bean milk it is. Tiffany?”
“Hm?” Tiffany seemed to be in the present at the moment. “Maybe a coke

will do.”
“Aye, coke it is. And I’ll have a cup of tea with milk.”
Soon we arrived at the food centre and sat at a table that Kah Hao pointed

out. Almost immediately, Ah Kun appeared and took down the order that Kah
Hao had obtained from us. Ah Kun nodded and went away to his stall, only to
reappear about three minutes later with the drinks that we ordered. I cracked
open the can of soy bean milk and took a big gulp of it. Refreshing, as always.

“So Tiffany,” I began, “where do you study and how did you know Kah Hao?”
“Oh, I study at Chestnut Drive Secondary and first met Kah Hao when my aunt

took me here for rehearsal some time back.”
“Yeah, Tiffany’s aunt used to be a member of the orchestra. If I recall cor-

rectly, she was also a yangqin player. But I’ve not seen her for quite a few months
now. . . oh, you never did say why she didn’t come, Tiffany.”

“Ah, she’s gotten a new job at a hospital as a full-time nurse, and her shifts
are usually on weekend nights. That’s why she’s no time to come for rehearsal
anymore.” Tiffany replied matter-of-factly.

“Does this mean that you joined only because you wanted to ‘cover’ for your
aunt at the yangqin?”

“Don’t be daft,” Kah Hao interjected. “Tiffany is a good yangqin player on
her own, and I think that she might also be interested in Chinese Orchestra,
otherwise she wouldn’t be here. It’s hard to ‘cover’ for someone if you don’t at
least like what you are trying to ‘cover’ for.”

“That’s true,” Tiffany said, “I suppose I was influenced by auntie when I was
younger and basically listened to her play the yangqin nearly every day when I
was at home.”

More awkward silences as we seemed to have run out of conversation topics.
But at this moment, the main contingent of the orchestra arrived with Mr Ang
right in front.

“Ah ha!” Mr Ang said as he sidled up to us to take an empty seat at our table.
“Snuck out again while everyone was packing things up eh? Also, who do we
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have here?”
Kah Hao grinned. “Nah, Mr Ang, we did our part. Also, this is Heng Kar, a

school mate of mine. He used to play dizi when he was in primary school, and
seemed to still have some interest in chinese orchestra, and so I dragged him
here tonight to try things out.”

“Oh? That’s interesting,” Mr Ang began. “Tell me, Heng Kar, what do you think
about tonight’s rehearsal?”

“It’s very different, sir.” I tried to be polite, only to cause Kah Hao to burst
his sides laughing and Tiffany trying to stifle a giggle.

“Hold it. Don’t call me sir, please. . . I’m just the conductor. Not used to being
called sir. Just call me Mr Ang; that will do, usually.”

“Uh. . . okay Mr Ang. So yeah, I think it was a different affair tonight as com-
pared to the ones that I had been through before. The pace was different, the
music was more challenging, yet everyone seemed to be friendlier.”

“Oh yes, I take pride in our little orchestra for the tightness of the members.
Each one of these folks have been around for at least two years, and you know, a
lot of wonderful things can occur in those two years. But I interjected; do go on.
More importantly, are you thinking of staying on with us?”

I pondered the question; I knew that question was going to pop up sooner
or later, but was fairly shocked when it came up sooner rather than later. Not
knowing what to reply, I was about to start panicking when Tian Kun stepped in
and said a few words.

“Mr Ang! I think Heng Kar is not bad in his dizi skills. He’s a bit rusty from
not playing them for a while, but I think that he should be able to regain all his
abilities and techniques some time in the future, which would be a good thing.
We only have two dizi players currently, and frankly it’s hard to play some pieces
when the number of parts required exceeds the number of people we have.”

“Ah ha! You’re saying he is a decent dizi player?”
“Yes, something like that. I think he’ll catch up really fast. At the very least, I

didn’t have to teach him the fundamentals.”
“Okay, thanks Tian Kun,” Mr Ang said as he eyed me once more, with more

than a faint curiousity.
I cringed a little.
“Well, I dunno Mr Ang,” I said truthfully, looking at his nose to avoid looking

into his gaze. “Had a really bad experience in chinese orchestra before and
things like that. Also, I seem to have a lot of things on my plate now; not sure if
I can commit more time to this.”

“Oh no worries,” Mr Ang said. “Just turn up whenever you can and try to brush
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up your skills. When you have the time and can help in the performances, then
you come in and give a hand or two.”

“And I can always lend you some dizi to play with if you don’t have yours and
don’t want to buy.” Tian Kun said as he sipped his hot black coffee.

I was now visibly stunned. Such hospitality from a group of people that I had
effectively just met. It was going to be a tough decision, no matter what I did.

“I’ll think about it.” There, a non-committal answer that did not sound preten-
tious. To my surprise, Mr Ang and Tian Kun nodded in approval and said nothing
more of the matter; they did not even try to convince me otherwise. That at least
reduced the tension that was present at that moment, or at least, the tension
that I though existed at that moment.

I passed the time sitting there listening to the jolly banter that was going
around the table, still recovering from the realisation that it was an altogether
different group than what I had imagined to be.

It was nearing ten thirty at night when the supper group broke up and we
were heading off for home. Kah Hao offered to walk both me and Tiffany to the
bus stop, to which I protested since I was supposed to be taking the transit.

“Silly person. . . you do realise you can take the same bus as Tiffany to get
to the transit station, right? It is about three bus stops away. That sure beats
walking around in this muggy night air.”

He was right of course, for some reason, the air that night felt a little more
humid than usual, and the light walk from the food centre to the bus stop opposite
the road that ran parallel to the community club had caused me to break into a
light sweat of sorts, which I wiped away with the cotton handerchief that I always
carried in my pocket. We crossed the road without incident and walked steadily
to the bus stop. There was once again an awkward silence.

“Hey Heng Kar, I heard you were good at computers.” Kah Hao said at long
last when we arrived at the bus stop with Tiffany taking a seat there.

“Me? Good at computers? Not really. . . Siew Wah is much better. I’m just
mediocre at best. What’s up?”

“Well, I have to do this spread sheet for keeping track of music scores so
that we can put that information in the school portal for ease of reference, but I
have no clue how best to do this. The only thing I know how to use is the word
processor.”

That did not seem too hard a task; spread sheets were a little out of the way
from what we normally needed to do in school though, considering that it was
more important to type reports than to crunch numbers.

“Hm, why don’t you drop by Monday at the school computer laboratory and
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we can see how best to help?”
“Sounds good to me. Thanks Heng Kar!”
“Hey, no worries.”
“Did you have fun tonight?” Tiffany spoke directly to me, which was a mild

surprise due to her reticence throughout most of the evening.
“Yeah, I suppose I did. It really was a different feel compared to the orchestra

that I was in; here, everyone seems to be more open and understanding.”
“Are you coming back?” I hesitated for a second time that night.
“Well,” Kah Hao interrupted. “Thing is that while the orchestra has cool people

and so on, there are very few people in our age group, and after a while it gets
really awkward. Tiffany and I are the only thirteen-year-olds around; the rest of
them are closer to twenty something. So we were thinking that if you’d join also,
at least we have one more close buddy to talk to and look out for, which would
make things even better than now.”

Now I felt as though I was being pressured into saying something that would
not disappoint them too much. I did not really want to commit, yet I did not want
to tell them an outright no because secretly, I hoped that I could stay.

“Maybe. Let’s see okay?”
“Sure. Oh look, your bus is here. I guess I’ll see you guys next week?”
“Yup. Bye Kah Hao!” Tiffany said as she boarded the bus. I gave a light wave

to him and boarded the bus also, being careful to tap my farecard to avoid the
unnecessary burden of paying extra should a bus conductor board the bus later
to do a spot check on the passengers to catch cheats. The doors closed behind
us and Tiffany and I walked towards the rear of the bus while holding the hand
rails. I looked out of the window and saw Kah Hao waving at us, to which I replied
in kind.

Tiffany found an empty pair of seats and slid in to sit down, her dress tucked
neatly about her. I sat down next to her, awkwardly trying to avoid sitting on her
dress.

The bus ride of three stops felt eternal as the silence set in. It was not that
Tiffany was a sullen person; it was more that I did not know what to talk to her
about. In the absence of conversation, the both of us just quietly looked out of
the windows at the passing scenery. When my stop finally came, I got up and
waved good bye at Tiffany, who returned in kind with a nice smile. I disembarked
the bus after tapping my farecard on the exit sensors and stood at the bus stop,
watching the bus close its doors and roaring off forwards and away from the bus
stop.

The mugginess of the air struck me once more, clinging to me like a film
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of wetness. The bus was air-conditioned, which made feeling the discomfort
quite hard. The transit station was about one hundred metres away, which was
not far at all considering the five hundred metres that separated from the transit
station to the community club. I took the slow walk to the transit station, my tired
mind trying to process all that happened today. First was Siew Wah’s admonition
about my going back to Chinese Orchestra having a detrimental effect on my
performance as a competitive programming hacker, second was the not so covert
suggestions that I stay on with the orchestra from the folks that I met at the
community club’s chinese orchestra. I felt very drained—it had been a rather
long day, and I would be really glad of a rest.

I reached the entrance of the transit station and climbed the stairs into it,
where I removed my wallet with my farecard in it and tapped at the sensor on
the gantry to allow me in. Taking the escalators to the second floor of the station
where the train platforms where, I waited again. The train finally arrived and
I boarded it, thankful that the late hour left behind many empty seats that I
could take. I plonked myself down onto one of the seats, and fell asleep almost
imediately.

It was a strange room. There was a strong ambient light shining on one half
of the room, while the other was in perfect darkness. Somehow, I was standing
in the middle of the room, my shadow no where to be found. I tried looking for
my bearings, but could not seem to discern any direction nor obtain any clues
on where I was. Then Siew Wah appeared from within the shadows.

“Heng Kar! You have a date with Destiny! It is ordained in your stars that you
be an elite hacker specialising in programming computers and solving problems.
The competitive programming training is your ticket to the wide world of hack-
erdom, where problem solving abilities are valued beyond your wildest imagina-
tions. The future is where the technology is, and you are the technologist that
can make it happen. Let nothing sacrifice whatever you do!”

Kah Hao appeared from within the light and stood near the border between
light and dark. I had no clue he could appear invisible from the light, but he did.

“Your soul needs nourishment! Working all the time dulls your senses, it
makes you jaded, you feel restless and yearning for more! Music is an outlet
for the pent up feelings, your ticket to success in life! The future is a mix of work
and play, and should you work all the time, you shall fall prey to the excessive
work load and end up in a worser state than what you started with. Let yourself
have a chance to be free of the tyranny of the organised world!”

Needless to say, I was utterly confused at the proceedings. By now, Kah Hao
and Siew Wah had each taken an arm of mine, and they were pulling on them
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hard, as if trying to drag me over to the side that they seemingly championed.
I tried to break free, and was jolted awake in cold sweat to find myself back on
the train about one stop away from my destination.

I swore quietly. That was one weird dream. I stood up, determined to not fall
asleep again and thus missing my stop. The train soon arrived at my destina-
tion, and I disembarked it. Even as I tapped my farecard to get through the exit
gantries, the proceedings of the dream I just had were vividly replaying them-
selves in my head. For some reason, the phrase “twist of lemon” came to mind.
Could it be that everything had to be so cleanly divided into two polar extremes?
Was it possible that I could get the best of both worlds without causing myself
to fall into either world headlong and completely? These hard questions taxed
my already sleepy mind, and I casually pushed them aside for a while. It was
already fairly late, and I sure needed my sleep. But there was still a five-minute
walk that awaited me to undertake to get me to my apartment proper; maybe I
can talk with Siew Hao about this on Monday. Oh right, I almost forgot, I had
to give Kah Hao a hand on Monday also—I made a mental note to myself to be
prepared to spend some time on that also.

The short walk towards home was pleasantly uneventful; most of the crowd
that usually existed on the path ways to and fro the transit station were hardly
there due to the lateness of the night. I glanced at my watch: eleven thirty. That
would explain everything, really. I got back home and took a quick shower before
changing into my sleeping clothes and collapsing into my bed for the night. I had
spent a lot of energy today just to keep up with everything, and I was pretty sure
that I needed more energy tomorrow to start on the problem set that Mr Kang
had happily unloaded on us, saying that “good programmers never take a break
from programming because it is too painful to suffer from mental atrophy from
lack of use”.

In spite of my tiredness, I found that I was tossing and turning a lot. Giving up
on trying to sleep, I stared at the ceiling and tried to put the day’s events together
in my semi-comatose head. Should I continue with the Chinese Orchestra group
at the community club? Would I really suffer the problems of distraction and
lack of commitment that Siew Wah so ominously reminded me? Would I really
run out of time to do everything that needed to be done should I join them and
played the dizi? Was this orchestra the best place for me to return to something
that I had grown to hate due to the people involved.

As I thought more and more, asking questions after questions mentally, I
found my eyelids drooping lower and lower, with the view on the ceiling reducing
ever so finely till finally my eyes shut themselves and I drifted off to the sand-
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Chapter 14

Monday

The weekend passed quickly enough, and Kah Hao soon found himself waking
up a little lazily on the Monday after the Saturday the Heng Kar turned up for the
rehearsal at the community club. It was obviously later than normal, since the
sun was already showing itself when he opened his eyes for the first time that
morning, but it was all in good time—he was in no real rush to go anywhere. Still
amazed at Heng Kar’s magnanimity in teaching him how to use spread sheets,
Kah Hao did his morning routine before ending up on the bus to Hilltop High, an
hour and a half journey that guaranteed him at least an hour of sleep of some
sorts. Kah Hao realised that he had not really set a time with Heng Kar to meet
up, but figured that Heng Kar would be there most of the time given what he has
heard thus far. The journey back to school was long, and he fell asleep on the
bus as usual.

One and half hours with the same lucid dream later, Kah Hao woke up to
find that he had overshot his bus stop. Cursing lightly under his breath due to
him being a little conscious of his rather conspicuous school uniform, he darted
down the bus after pushing the bus stop button. In a few short seconds, the
bus stopped at the bus stop and Kah Hao alighted it. Kah Hao cursed himself
for forgetting to set an alarm on his cellphone—it was not a school day nor a
Saturday, and so his default alarm was not set. Coupled with the fact that he was
travelling at a relatively odd hour by his standards, his internal clock remained
uncalibrated which made him miss his stop.

Kah Hao looked around. At least he missed only one stop; it was only about
eight hundred metres away from the school, a distance that should be easy to
cover given that the weather is actually quite pleasant since it was not so muggy
then. Muttering softly under his breath, Kah Hao took the short trek back wards
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to reach Hilltop High.
Since he was coming in from the opposite direction, Kah Hao soon reached

the front entrance of the school instead of the rear. It was not the best way to
enter the school, because there was little space to walk whenmotor vehicles were
turning in from the main road into the school compound, and also the fact that it
was usually quite far away from most of the rooms that one might be interested
in going to on a non-school day like this; this distance also meant that looking
for cover in times of rain would also be non-trivial since the closest cover was
the canteen which was a good distance away, unlike the side block that flanked
the rear exit.

As Kah Hao ambulated along the road back to the school, his perspiration
started building up from the exertions, and he took out his handerchief and
mopped his forehead. It would take a while before he got through the eight
hundred metres necessary to get to the front gate of the school, but he was de-
termined to get there with as little time as possible since the heat would only start
to get worse once the sun was a little more overhead due to the time reaching
noon.

At last, Kah Hao made his way to the front entrance. He walked tiredly and
mildly confusedly into the school compound, and walked directly to the drinks
stall to get a bottle of ice-cooled isotonic water to replenish all the fluids that
he lost from perspiration while walking to the school. He sat at the bench and
gently fanned himself while sipping slowly from the bottle of isotonic drink.

‘Man,’ Kah Hao thought to himself, ‘I should have just turned up earlier like
usual. Maybe I could have drawn the keys to the room and go in to sort some
music or something, instead of oversleeping and then having to hike all the way
back here. I sure hope that Heng Kar is around—it would truly suck if I came all
the way here and he was not in.’

His thirst satiated, Kah Hao got up from the bench and reslung his school
bag and dropped the empty bottle off at a plastics recycling bin on the way out
of the canteen. He walked along the corridors until he came to the central spiral
staircase that was on the central building of the school compound, the one that
he would use most of the time throughout the school year just to get from place
to place. The computer laboratory was on the third floor; he knew that because
there were many times where he had to stay behind in the computer laboratory to
work on some homework or report that required typing and searching for material
on the Internet, tasks that he could not easily do because he did not own a
computer which was fast enough to run the tools. His parents had promised to
get him a new machine when he turned fourteen and have shown good results
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and a genuine need for a computer to do homework on, but Kah Hao was not
going to wait for a full year for that to happen; there was a working computer
laboratory, so he might as well used it.

Kah Hao climbed the stairs slowly, his breath caught back from having lost
it through the hike. He got to the third floor and placed his bag in one of the
lockers. He remembered the first time that he used the computer laboratory—he
forgot to put his school bag into the lockers outside and took it in, where he left
it on the floor next to him. The next thing he knew, he was yelled at by no less
than two different people, including one teacher, to take his bag outside and not
leave it in there. Maybe that was the fabled Ms Tan, but he never did try to find
out who was it who yelled at him; it did not seem to have mattered anyway, since
it was a lesson that he had already learnt.

Kah Hao opened the door of the computer laboratory. Immediately, the com-
forting breeze of cool air swept into his face as he stepped in and gently shut
the door behind him.

“Ah ha! You are here.” Heng Kar said from somewhere near the back of the
room.

“Hi there!” Kah Hao replied as he walked to where Heng Kar was sitting and
looking over the monitor. “You have some time to spare?”

“Sure, I’m getting sick of looking at this problem anyway. What’s up? You
want me to show you how to use the spread sheet program or something?”

“Yeah pretty much. I’ve not used a spread sheet to do anything before, since
most of the time I use the word processor instead, even when building tables or
things like that.”

“That’s a common problem. Don’t worry about it,” Heng Kar said. “If you dare
to trust me to teach you, I don’t mind giving you a hand. Besides, if I can’t figure
it out, Siew can probably jump in and give a hand or two, right Siew?”

Siew Wah lifted his head up from staring at the computer screen next to Heng
Kar and grunted an inaudible reply.

“Is he always that grouchy?” Kah Hao asked, confused at the seemingly lack
of civility on the part of Siew Wah.

“Nah, not really. He is more irritable when he needs to work on some problem
that he has been staring at for quite a while, which is normal since all these
problem sets are just so numerous and annoying to do. Siew takes these very
seriously, while I’m just trying out to see how far I can go.”

“Problem sets?”
“Yes, problem sets. A small stack of problems that we need to solve by writing

computer programs. It’s interesting in a way, since all we are given are just a
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description of the problem, some sample input and some sample output, and
we need to write a computer program that will output the correct answer for any
given input. Anyway, let’s get back to your problem with the spread sheet. What
is it that you need to do anyway?”

“Oh right, that. So, like I said on Saturday, the Chinese Orchestra here has
just gotten a space set up on the new school web portal. All of us who are related
to the executive committee have accounts on the web portal where we can use
it to upload information and leave messages for each other. My Librarian Head
has asked us to do a stock take on the music that we have in store and to record
them into a spread sheet to upload to the web portal. I have been assigned to
do about a quarter of the music we have and I’ve collated the counts on paper.
I just don’t know how to put them into the program.”

“Ah! That’s not hard. Here, let me show you how. First you should log in to
the computer.”

Heng Kar spent the next half hour going through the steps to create a spread
sheet with Kah Hao, with the latter taking notes along the way as each step was
done. Heng Kar left Kah Hao to work on his spread sheet before turning his
attention back to the problem set.

At this point, Siew Wah suddenly stood up and said, “lunch time.”
“Damnit Siew, is it really lunch time now?”
“See for yourself.” Heng Kar looked at his watch: eleven thirty. Up front,

the computer laboratory technician had also stood up, and announced that the
computer laboratory was going to close for one and a half hours for lunch, and
that the students who needed to use it can come back at one in the afternoon
to continue to work on their stuff.

Kah Hao looked a little confused. Nonetheless, he saved his not quite empty
spread sheet with the figures and data that he had been entering in to his network
drive space and logged out of the machine.

“Heng, wanna lunch together?” Siew Wah asked as he turned his computer
off.

“Sounds good to me. Kah Hao, would you want to join us?”
Kah Hao was momentarily stunned as he slid the swivel chair back below

the desk. He thought for a little while and answered in the affirmative. If Siew
Wah was perturbed by that, he did not show it, and the three of them exited the
computer laboratory and claimed their bags from the lockers and went down the
spiral staircase.

“Where should we go for food?” Kah Hao asked.
“Well, I need to return in the afternoon, so it should be close enough.”
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“Kum Kim Centre?” Siew Wah suggested.
“Nah, maybe that fast food place in the neighbourhood about five minutes

from here,” Heng Kar counter suggested.
“I’m okay with either; just pick one.”
“Okay, we’ll go with Heng’s suggestion then.”
For the second time that day, Kah Hao found himself walking back along

the corridors of the ground floor towards the canteen and exiting once more
through the front entrance of Hilltop High. This time, however, the direction that
they walked was perpendicular to the road that Kah Hao back tracked in order to
make up for his missed stop. The sun was nearly over head, and the only comfort
that they could derive were from the foliage from the tall trees, which helped to
shield off some of the heat while allowing others to pass through. The weather
felt a bit dry, so it was not as bad as when it was muggy. They waited at the traffic
crossing for the signal to move off before they crossed the road to go along the
path that led them towards the nearby wet market, where the fast food place was
situated.

The air-conditioned comfort of the fast food place was a welcome reprieve
from the dastardly heat, and the three of them took the opportunity to cool off
for a bit by lazing about at a table that they had found empty before making
their orders at the counter. The lunch was consumed gratefully and they talked a
little about the classes that they were in before adjourning back to the computer
laboratory in school.
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Chapter 15

December

December came and left swiftly. The community club chinese orchestra put up its
major performance with Kah Hao getting rave reviews from the audience for his
impeccable performance of his duet with Tiffany. There were also good reviews
for the woodwind section of the orchestra, with people praising the well-balanced
harmonies of the three woodwind players.

That’s right, I stayed on with the community club chinese orchestra as a dizi
player. It wasn’t so much that Kah Hao had convinced me that it was something
that I wanted to do; it was more of that I had convinced myself that it was some-
thing that I wanted to do. The past stayed there; the people who caused the
upheavals that left the strong bitter after taste which segregated me from my
music are no longer here, and there was only a group of dedicated musicians
who cared little about anything else except for making good music. Tian Kun
was an excellent teacher—I remembered much of my long forgotten skills, and
have gotten back to a level that was comparable to when I was at my best back
in primary school. My confidence thus restored, I stayed on with the orchestra,
and even joined them in the major performance, doing whatever I could to help
out with the voice of the woodwinds. Mr Ang even jokingly said that given a few
more months, I could probably do a duet with Tiffany just like how Kah Hao did,
and that made me blush a little from embarassment—I was just unused to being
praised at for my dizi-playing ability.

Kah Hao and I became good friends, with him providing me with some in-
sight on playing the dizi (as did Tian Kun), and me helping him out whenever he
had any computer related problems. Siew Wah nearly turned crimson with anger
when I told him that I was joining the community club’s chinese orchestra, but
it took me about a fortnight to show him that I was still interested in compet-
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itive programming, and was still dedicated to the cause; in spite of all that, he
still helped me along whenever I was facing trouble with the increasingly diffi-
cult problem sets that were given out each week. Mr Kang was pleased with my
progress and his positive report to Ms Tan meant that at the end of December,
I was to be an official part of the elite competitive programming team perma-
nently, with my role in the robotics division relegated to an as and when basis
when they needed extra help. I cannot wait for the final selection test to finally
show my mettle and see how good I really was as compared to my peers.

As I penned these last few words, I look forward to the future with earnest-
ness. There is just so much to write, but this slice of my life in the first year of
secondary school is done, and the twist of lemon has been added. The effects
of the resulting cocktail can only be seen when time presents itself to me again,
perhaps in a dream, perhaps in reality.


