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This book belongs to Katie and Claire Stromseth,
who climbed the Great Wall with me.
—L.L.



To Sabrina, who loves visiting China.
—L.P.
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This book required a month of travel and research in China. I met many remarkable people along the way who dropped everything to help me and to make me feel at home. It’s impossible to fit all my (and Alvin’s) wonderful (and sometimes scary) adventures into one book, but I do wish to thank all those who shared the journey with me. Among them are:

Lisa Bow and Jonathan Stromseth, for their amazing hospitality in Beijing.

Pan Wei Bing, for driving me all over Shandong Province so that I could see the largest dinosaur pit in the world and Confucius’s birthplace (not the same location).

Shi Yan Chen and all my monk brothers at Shaolin Temple in Henan Province, for teaching me kung fu and treating me as one of their own.

Guo Nai Xiang and Wang Dan, for their warmest hospitality in Wangzigou.

Liao Wo Zhang, Zhou Wan Wen, Liao Zi Xin, and Sylvia Liao, for their generous hospitality in Guangzhou.

Angela Bow, Jean-Claude Humair, and their girls, Alexandra and Isabelle, for their gracious hospitality in Hong Kong.

And as always, many thanks to the Phamtastic LeUyen Pham and the Amazing Annie Kelley, for being there for Alvin from beginning to end.
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the name on the passport said Alvin Ho.

That’s my name, all right.

But the photo looked nothing like me.
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Not one bit.

When you’re a handsome dude like me, but your photo looks like you just robbed a bank and got run over by the getaway car, it’s enough to scare the flickering headlights out of you.

And I’m already scared of many things.

Emergency exits.
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Emergency landings.
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Oxygen masks.

Seat cushions that are also life preservers.

Toilets that are also exits.

Recycled air.

Strangers.

Small enclosed spaces.

Small enclosed spaces filled with strangers, hurtling across the sky at 600 miles per hour, 36,000 feet in the air. That’s almost two miles above the peak of Mount Everest!

Thin air.
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I was born scared, and I’m still scared, and that’s the way it’s going to be, my brother Calvin says, until I’m a man. Then I’ll be bigger and scared of bigger things.

Gulp.

What’s bigger than an entire continent? My passport was being swiped through a machine at the airport. It was winter break, and we were—gasp!—GOING TO CHINA!!!!

It was not a good idea.

In fact, it was a really horrible idea.

China, as everyone knows, is on the other side of the world, where everything is upside down and a day ahead of us.
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Worse, we had a new baby in our family, Baby Claire, who’s a girl, and who’s no bigger than a fish, and my mom and dad were planning to show her off to relatives in China.

Imagine showing off a salmon, while standing upside down, on a day that hasn’t happened yet. What could be scarier than that???!!!!
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Nothing.

Except for the plane ride. First you get on. Then you die. You can’t go to China the regular way anymore, by digging a hole. There are too many underground cables and dead bodies, not like it was in the old days, when there were no cables and just a few dead bodies.

Now we were in line in front of the sign that said security checkpoint. It was a long, snaky line, that’s for sure.

I stood on one foot.

Then I stood on the other.

“Oh, Alvin,” my mom said.

Oh no. When she says “Oh, Alvin” like that, it’s not good news. Especially when going to the bathroom means you’ll have to come back and stand at the end of the line all over again.
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But my mom knows that when you gotta go, you gotta go.

I couldn’t help it!

My dad said our plane would fly for sixteen hours nonstop. No way I could hold it for that long! I know better than to use the airplane toilets with the powerful sucking action. Ever notice how full the plane is at takeoff and then wonder why there are empty seats during the flight? Well, now you know.

“C’mon,” my dad sighed. “We should all go.”

So we did. All of us: Mom, Dad, Calvin, Anibelly and me. Baby Claire was in her carrier on Dad’s chest and doesn’t go to the bathroom the regular way, but she came along anyway.
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After that, I felt much better. Everything was fine and the line was moving even slower than before, which was okay on account of the slower it moved, the longer we were alive. We were almost at the place where people were taking off their clothes and shoes to be x-rayed, when …

Gasp!

I stopped dead in my tracks.

“What’s the matter now?” my dad asked.

My eyes popped.

My mouth opened.

But nothing came out.

“His PDK is missing,” Calvin said. “He’s not carrying his Personal Disaster Kit.”

Calvin’s nine and he’s very helpful. Usually he’s kicking my butt, but he can also tell what’s wrong with me.

“Maybe you left it in the bathroom,” Anibelly said. She’s four. But she can figure things out like she’s six or something.

Oops.

So my dad and I left the line again.

And went back to the bathroom.

It was a good thing we did—my PDK was right there in the stall where I had set it down. TGIDLLASP—Thank God It Didn’t Look Like A Suspicious Package!

Then the mackerel needed to be changed. That’s the thing about babies—they need to be changed all the time. Lucky for her, we were already in the bathroom.

After that, we waited at the end of the line again. Calvin, Anibelly and my mom were already on the other side of the checkpoint, waiting for us.

Eventually, my dad and I got back to the place where everyone was taking off their shoes and clothes and throwing them into bins as fast as they could. I love taking off my clothes! Normally, my clothes come off, just like that. But this was not normal.
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I was wearing all my clothes and had packed none of them. When you travel, the important thing, as everyone knows, is to have room in your suitcase for souvenir candy. But the problem with wearing all your clothes is that you have to take them all off. They won’t even let you leave on a belt.

Those are the rules.

Lucky me, I figured out how to strip off nine layers of T-shirts all at once, so I was undressed, just like that.

“Alvin’s naked!” I heard Anibelly shriek.

My mom gasped.

Her eyes popped.

Her jaw dropped.

Oops. Was I not supposed to get naked?

But it was too late.
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All my clothes had disappeared into the X-ray machine. There was nothing I could do but stand there like tofu without sauce.

Suddenly, security police hurried over as my PDK was coming out of the X-ray machine, and they grabbed it!

I froze.

“Whose bag is this?” a voice boomed.

Security cameras pointed at me.

“It’s my son’s …,” my dad said.

“Where’s your son?”

My dad turned.

His eyes popped.

His mouth opened.

But nothing came out.

Normally, this doesn’t happen to him. He always has something to say to me, or he might curse a blue streak like William Shakespeare if he’s trying very hard to be a gentleman.
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But this was not normal. I was naked, but my PDK was not. Out came: sunscreen, sports drinks, all sorts of forks and knives (I’m allergic to chopsticks), cheese (my favorite snack, hard to find in China), a mirror, bug spray, a lighter, lighter fluid, rope (for climbing the Great Wall), a face mask (Chinese superstition says that if you breathe smog, you will die), escape plans.

I had spent hours packing my PDK the night before. I had no idea what I needed for China, but Calvin and Anibelly helped me figure it out.

“I NEED MY PDK!!!” I wanted to scream. But it was too late.

“Please step aside, sir,” someone said to my dad. “We need to ask you a few questions.”
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getting through airport security was not easy for my dad.
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By the time they let him go, he looked like he’d already been on vacation for a week! Normally, vacation is very stressful for my dad. But this was not normal. We hadn’t even gotten on our plane yet.

My poor dad.

But there was no time to feel sorry for him. We had to make a mad dash to the gate. We nearly missed our plane!

Getting on the plane was not easy for me.

In fact, it was nearly almost impossible.

My entire family rolled right in like rocks into a ditch.

But I stopped dead in my tracks just inches from the door.

The good news was that I could grip the side of the plane really well. I’ve had lots of practice.

The bad news was that my dad came back for me and turned me into carry-on luggage, just like that.
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Poor me.

But poor Calvin too. As soon as the plane started to pull away from the gate, Calvin got sick.
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Super-duper sick.

Calvin’s like that. He’s a scientist, an inventor, an explorer, a Boy Scout, and a karate chopper-upper—but he’s not an astronaut. He gets moving sickness on a plane as soon as it backs away from the gate, every time.

Poor Calvin.

He had to close his eyes.

But poor me too.

Calvin had gotten sick on me. My pants, which I’d had a
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