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~~ Life is strange. Most of us want to grow up fast when
we are kids. But when we have reached a certain age, we
want to be kids again. A small corner of our hearts is set
aside for the memories of our youth, memories that are filled
with tears, laughter, anger and passion. If you could turn
back time, would you put on your old school uniform and go
into the classroom again?
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School is the place where one starts to learn. At
school, we learn to read and write. We learn numbers
and calculation, though we may never
understand why we should learn the
multiplication tables by heart, given the
availability of calculators. School is also
the place where one makes friends. It
may not be possible for you to remember
who sat next to you when you were in
the kindergarten, but you may faintly
remember there was a group of little
friends who played, sang and cried with
you. During high school days, most of us like to hang out
with our close friends, discussing excitedly what to eat for
Iunch and which comic book to buy after school. Girls get
together in cafeterias, sharing gossip, beauty tips and their
secret crushes. Inside locker rooms, boys talk about football
matches, pretty girls and the best workout to get six-pack
abs.

School life, however, would be less exciting if
everybody was nice and friendly. Interestingly, there is
always someone we dislike in school, in particular teachers.
Strict teachers who can easily reduce softer kids to tears
are the common enemies of students. During class reunions
years after graduation, some people still feel the same
visceral fear when they talk about the brutality and high-
handedness of their teachers. Sheepishly they may say,
“When we forgot to hand in an assignment, those sadists
would insult us by ordering us to stand in the corridor. When
we rushed into the classroom merely seconds after the bell
rang, we would be asked to write a repentance letter of a few
hundred words.” In the young victims’ eyes, their teachers’

. wish to make them better
persons is simply an excuse
to give them a hard time,
and thus these “sadists”
deserve nicknames like
“The Fat Witch”, “The Mad
Dog” and “The Clumsy
Jerk™.
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No one can avoid competitions in school. Willingly
or not, we always have to participate in some kinds of
activities, say sports days, drama festivals or singing
contests. Competitions help foster solidarity. In races
requiring team work, friends and foes in the same class need
to work together. Determined to secure medals on sports
days, runners take part in intensive drills in passing the
baton for relay races. We chant, dance and wave banners to
compete for the best cheering team award. Rhyming slogans
like “We can’t be stopped; we are the top”
rock the sports grounds. We clap, yell and
jump for joy when our classmates win the
games. The thrill, the satisfaction and the
pleasure of winning are all moments worth
seeing and enjoying. However, no one is an
all-time champion. When we fall down and
lose a game, we get angry and frustrated.
But we also learn to come to terms with
failure and accept defeat gracefully.

Decades after graduation, some
people still complain that they are
haunted by the nightmare of forgetting
to bring their exam admission cards
or being caught in a terrible traffic
jam when they are on the way to an
exam centre. Few things can be as
gut-wrenching as not knowing how
to answer a compulsory question in a
silent room where you can hear only
occasional nervous coughing and the ominous ticking of the
clock. Your face turns white and your hands sweat when you
forget an important mathematical equation or mix up some
essential historical facts and dates. The words “Pens Down”
sound like a death knell, sending shivers down the spine
of every student in the room. No matter how horrible such
experiences are, exams are a necessary evil we all have to
face.

Exams are indeed nightmares for students, but not
as frightening as the long office hours, the monotonous
lifestyle and the cold shoulder in the adult world. It is true
that strict teachers’ severe punishment and harsh remarks
are distressing, but we do owe them words of thanks for
grooming us into responsible, reliable individuals. Gone are
those old school days, but the memories are as fresh as ever.
How wonderful it would be if we could visit our alma mater
again with some old chums to relive the cherished moments
of our salad days!




After a shipwreck, Pi Patel, the
precocious son of a zookeeper in India,
finds himself adrift on a lifeboat with a
zebra, a hyena, an orangutan and a Bengal tiger
named Richard Parker in the Pacific Ocean. During

his journey on the high seas, the sixteen-year-old boy
witnesses the cruelty of life, as a war for supremacy between
the animals breaks out. After much bloodshed, only he and the
tiger are left. Not wanting to become Richard Parker’s next
meal, Pi does all he can to keep the tiger happy with food and
fresh water.

As the days pass, Pi experiences the immense pain
of starvation, illness and loneliness, though occasionally
comforted by the peaceful eye of a looming whale and the
shimmering blues of the ocean swells. Hope is vanishing. In
spite of his constant practice of religious rituals, he feels the
pressing weight of fear. “It is life’s only true opponent.... It
goes for your weakest spot, which it finds with unerring ease....
One moment you are feeling calm, self-possessed, happy. Then
fear, disguised in the garb of mild-mannered doubt, slips into
your mind like a spy,” says Pi.
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Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is not an adventure of a castaway,
but a spiritual journey that makes us question what it means to
be alive. The relationship between the tiger and Pi is intriguing.

Look at life through the windshield, not the :
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It is one hour before midnight and you are still in the
office, working on an assignment to be handed to your
boss early the next morning. Your heart is beating fast
and your neck muscles are tight. With a terrible throbbing
in your temples, you are too tired to concentrate on your
work. In your early fifties, you think you are getting old
and can hardly cope with such demanding tasks any more.
The thought of retirement flashes across your mind.
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In the beginning, Pi feels enormous
fear towards Richard Parker.

However, when he admits that his death is
inevitable, he stops worrying about the future
and develops a close relationship with the tiger,

which has been his companion and kept him alive during
the harrowing voyage. It therefore comes as no surprise that Pi
breaks into tears when he sees the tiger disappear forever from
his life after the rescue.
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At the end of the story, two Japanese investigators
interview Pi, hoping to learn more about the fate of the doomed
ship. Pi tells the story as above, but they do not believe it. So
he tells it again, this time replacing the animals with humans.
The investigators find the second version more convincing.
Perhaps, in a world where people respect rationality, the story
of an innocent teenager surviving his ordeal with a Bengal tiger
lies beyond our concept of reality. In fact, life is a story, and
you can choose what to believe.

In his struggle against hardship,
Pi chooses to believe this: “It is
pointless to say that this or that
night was the worst of my life.
I have so many bad nights to
choose from that I’ve made
none the champion.”

simply fritter away time, and that
withdrawal from work fails to give
them the sense of renewal for which
they have hoped. They never start
the things they have intended to
do. They procrastinate over their
home renovation plans again and

In the eyes of many people, retirement
is the beginning of a downhill journey
and the marker of stepping into old age.
However, gone are the days when retirement
meant spending your final days in a rocking
chair, complaining about deteriorating health.
Actually, you can still live a meaningful life
after retirement. With the pressure of job
responsibilities lifted, you have more time to
fulfil your smothered ambitions of the past and dreams for
the future. You can join a singing class, practise fai chi,
do charity work, or even start a new career. With a whole
new perspective on life, you explore, give and grow.

Ideally, life in retirement should be promising,
rich and rewarding. But in reality, many retired people
with no clear plans or established routine find that they
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again. Instead of joining a fitness class, they
become couch potatoes and gain a few pounds.
The books they bought when they had just retired
remain untouched on the shelves and have turned
yellow. They feel disillusioned, irritable and
unfulfilled.

With about twenty years of active life
ahead, why not make a smart plan before you
retire? Doing something productive will keep
your spirits up and make you feel young. Not everyone
will run a marathon or become a martial arts master after
retirement. We all have our own choices. If you love work,
find a new job. If you are an introverted person, try some
on-line charity services. Retirement is just the beginning
of a new chapter, giving people time to slow down and
truly embrace life. No matter how you choose to spend the
time, enjoy every moment in your twilight years.
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On a rainy evening, you drive
home in a bad mood after a hectic
day, brooding over the mistakes
you have made at work and your
/) boss’s harsh remarks. You tune in
'l to your favourite radio channel and

hear R. Kelly powerfully sing: “See
I was on the verge of breaking
down. Sometimes silence can seem
so loud. There are miracles in life
I must achieve. But first I know it -
starts inside of me.” You hum along while tapping a rhythm
on the steering wheel. Motivated by the inspirational words,
you sing louder and louder: “I believe I can fly. I believe
I can touch the sky. I think about it every night and day.
Spread my wings and fly away. I believe I can soar.” Your
frustration is subsiding and your confidence is back. You
believe that you have the power to make things better even
when everything seems to fall apart.

Life is never plain sailing. It can spin and turn us upside
down sometimes. Weeks after breaking up with your lover,
you take a pint of beer inside a pub where you two used to
hang around, and Mariah Carey’s Can’t Let Go is playing.
The singer croons passionately: “Even though I try, I can’t
let go. Something in your eyes captured my soul. And every
night I see you in my dreams. You're all I know. I can’t let
go.” Knowing that all the sweet moments are gone forever,
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corner. Yet having poured out all your feelings, you feel a
lot better, even though you know that nothing will change.
Simple notes and chords work like magic and can mend a
broken heart.

Music not only heals, but also brings back sweet
memories. Have you ever perked up suddenly when you
heard a song that is inextricably linked in your mind with
your halcyon days? Just hearing the first bar of Nat King
Cole’s The Christmas Song will drag many people back to
those happy Christmases they spent with their family and
friends. When people hear What A Wonderful World by Louis
Armstrong, they will be drawn to the beauty of “skies of blue
and clouds of white, the bright blessed day, the dark sacred
night”. Karen Carpenter’s pure and unique voice makes
you feel you are “on the top of the world looking down on
creation’.
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Music can conjure up strong emotions in people. It can
pamper your soul, give insights into life and relieve pain.
Whether just a simple tune or an
elaborate piece, it can unearth
your memories, take you to a
foreign shore, and even be your
best friend when you need one
most.
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If you had only twenty-four hours to live, what would
you do?

A tiger mother would say, “I would write a letter to each
of my children, telling them that I have never wanted to be a
strict mother, and that it pains me to push them to practise the
piano and study every day. I only want them to understand
that they have to work hard if they want to stay competitive in
this complex world. I love them. With only a few hours left,
I would forget good grades, snuggle with them on the couch,
and share one last story before bedtime.”

A wife would say, “I would bring my husband back
to the park where we first met, to recall some of the sweet
moments we have experienced. We would
take a stroll under the starry night.
Before the final moment came, I
would secretly put a note in his

pocket, telling him that I would
miss him wherever I would
be. I would thank him for his
support and tolerance over the
years, and wish him happiness
in the days ahead. Then, I
would spend the rest of my time
in his affectionate embrace. ”’

Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage
to continue that counts.
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Winston Churchill

ocize the Day

“My heart pounds whenever she walks past me. We work
in the same building, but I don’t know her name. We meet on
the footbridge every day. I steal a glance at her whenever there
is a chance. When she notices that, I blush. My heart sank
when I saw her holding a bouquet of flowers on St. Valentine’s
Day this year. If I had only one more day to live, I would tell
her how beautiful she is and how her angelic smiles have
captured me,” says a young man.

“I have never cooked for my parents. Even though I have
worked in a kitchen for years, my mother has always been
better at cooking. I would
go to the market early in
the morning to choose the
freshest vegetables and meat,
and make a dinner for them.
I would also ask my siblings
and friends to come over. We
would drink, eat and dance
all night. I am not greedy. I
just want to see my family
and friends smile, and spend
the last evening in their
company,” says a chef.

Why must we wait?
Life is ephemeral. Act now!




NHARD TO MAKE A DGCISION?

There always ¢ _ _ _ _ a time when one must make

Not=a-Mindboggler

Life is full of choices. Smart decisions are the a decision. A bottle of mineral water normally ¢ _ __ _

results of sound judgment while bad decisions offer $10, but would you pay $100 for a bottle when you were

t and exhausted in a desert? It is not a hard

us opportunities to learn from mistakes. To know

s : : ! decision, is it? Most of us would pay the money if we
more about decision-making, read the following ’ pay y

passage and fill in the blanks with the most wanted to stay a__ _ _. However, some people believe

that value is i to an object, and water

appropriate words. The first letter of each word has

been given to you: should not cost that much. In fact, the value of things

v_ enormously, depending on what you need it
for. Decision-making is a personal business — it is about
assessing what is valuable to you. There is no absolute

best job, best car or best partner. Value is in the eye of

Some people meet, fall in love and get married
right away, while some can spend hours in a department
store, weighing the p _ _ _ and ¢ _ _ _ of buying a
white or blue sweater. Ambivalent people tend to
P ____ or avoid making decisions. In

a relationship, they may w_ about being hurt or

abandoned even in moments when their partner is doing
something nice. If we understand that everything has

good and bad elements, decision-making may not be

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High
Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 9 August 2013. Watch out for our coming issue to see
if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky five to win a prize. The Editorial Board will have the final
say on the answers.
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