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The bell jingled. The shop door creaked open, and a whiff of bus engines came through to Chan Tze Man, still in bed, waiting till the last moment to get up for school. “Ahh,” he said, and he breathed in deep, though not as deep as when he was younger and believed the smell was baked bread. He slid off his top bunk with a light heart, then remembered what the school day had in store for him.

“Oh, my mother,” he groaned, and looked for his uniform. Chan Tze Man, or Simon Chan to his English teachers and his friend Katie, lived in the back of his parents’ odds-and-ends shop near the Tai Wo Hau subway station. Tai Wo Hau was a shabby residential area on the outskirts of Hong Kong. It had been in the news once for having the first underground train station, but that was a long time ago. Now only locals stopped there.

In his tiny room, Simon put on two worn-out sweaters and an elastic school tie. Then he crouched down to check himself in his Spider-Man mirror, impressed by how the tape had held it there for so long. Beside it was an old poster of Heathrow, the world’s greatest airport. He’d read that people who wanted to travel around the world needed to pass through its great hub. If only he could still make it there, he thought. But how?

He picked up his bag and stepped through hanging beads into the dim, dusty light of aisle number one. Familiar bowls, spoons, brooms, mugs, hangers, hooks, mirrors, pencil sharpeners, and instant noodles seemed to whisper their disappointment in him as he walked by. Chaaan, what happened to yooooou? We believed in yoooou.

When he reached the front of the store, Simon noticed his elderly parents in aisle number two, Mr. Chan was with the butterfly nets, Mrs. Chan with the cans of insecticide.

“Will you graduate?” asked his mother.

“Huh?” replied Simon, startled, before remembering it was what she asked on other mornings too.

“Life begins when school finishes!” added his father, like a madman waking from a coma, and he then began to laugh.

“What?” said Simon. “Dad?”


But his parents’ thoughts had returned to their shop, and all recognition of an outside world was gone.

He took a deep breath and answered his mother anyway. “I think I’m going to fail out of school and I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“The top shelf is too high for your father,” said Mrs. Chan.

“But—”

“Come back early for the counting.”

“Where is my calculator?” shouted Mr. Chan.

“You don’t need a calculator!” shouted Mrs. Chan. “Leave them! Chan Tze Man will count!”

“Wha-aht?!” spat his father.

“Stop arguing!” screamed his mother.

“Bye,” said Simon as the bell jangled behind him.

 

The human current began two steps in front of their shop. Cleaners, secretaries, clerks, teachers, school kids and men with crumpled racing guides were all headed to the trains. The students in uniforms were the best dressed, many decorated with prize badges and pins. Simon let two gray-suit-wearing kindergarten students pass by, then slung back his schoolbag and entered the crowd, even less aware of the crush than usual.

Today was the day his class got back its mock English exam, the exam that showed what a person could hope for on the big public exam soon to follow. Few students in Simon’s year expected to do well enough to be promoted to Form 61, but most expected to at least pass and finish school with Hong Kong’s basic qualification, the Leaving Certificate. Simon was almost positive he hadn’t passed the mock, and he was thinking about all the bad things that meant. In Hong Kong, you could be the next Confucius and you still wouldn’t get your Leaving Certificate if you failed English. Maybe the next Confucius was sweeping the streets somewhere, saying beautiful and wise things in Chinese only.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t tried. It was just that the English syllabus was for students who had English-speaking parents, English-speaking Filipina nannies, or private tutors, while Simon’s parents spoke two words of English—“okay, okay”—and saw no need to pay someone to teach their son any more than that. Simon had gotten used to failing English tests, but failing out of school was going to be a new experience.

He rode two escalators down to his platform, walked over to where the third carriage stopped, and waited at the back of the line. The second door of the third carriage lined up with the middle escalator at Mongkok station where he got off. That way, as soon as the train stopped he’d have to take only a few quick strides and he’d be about the third person to the escalator. Otherwise he’d get lost in a mass of at least a hundred people reaching the escalator at the same time.

Once on the train, getting a seat wasn’t an issue. People from his station rarely got to sit. The flat steel benches were all taken before Tai Wo Hau. First to go were the two-seaters, then the end seats on the six-seaters, and finally the middle seats on the six-seaters. Usually a couple of guys would try to sit with their knees splayed out and make a six-seater into a five or even a four. But by the time the train got to Simon’s station, normally an old lady would have made the guys move their legs. Then there would be six across from that point until the end of the line.

For once, Simon looked carefully at the adult passengers on his train. Which one? he thought to himself. Which one will be me? Probably no one, he decided. Maybe the ones who failed school didn’t even take the train. Where would they have to go?

Maybe they were rounded up from their families and let loose in desert areas. Or maybe they were just taken away and shot after answering one final grammar question incorrectly.

“You, what is the past tense of ‘to lay’?”

“Lied? Lain? Can joo repeat?”

“Fire!”

Simon chuckled quietly. Laugh while you can, he thought as the train jerked to a stop. Then he moved out of the way of the opening door and saw Subway Girl walk in.


She moved to the dark section in between the carriages, earphones in. As usual, Simon forgot everything he was thinking, and tried to stop looking at her before she turned around.

He’d still never seen her come on with anyone, or even talk to anyone from her school. Most of the girls in her uniform hung out in the first and second carriages.

A lot of people talked about her, though. She was kind of famous with the guys who took the train. Spotting her at the station had become a game. Simon thought she had to notice, but she never showed it.

He liked that about her. He liked the way she didn’t seem bothered by what other people were doing, and how she seemed happy to be by herself. And he liked how she didn’t dress up her uniform or put cutesy cartoon stickers on her bag. She wore socks instead of stockings. Her shoes were scuffed. She had purple streaks in her black hair. To Simon, she was the coolest and most beautiful girl he had ever seen. And he knew if he was ever going to ask a girl out, she was the one he had to ask.

But she never looked like she wanted to talk to anyone. She always wore earphones and she kept her eyes closed a lot. And after six months of thinking about what he was going to say, he’d come up with nothing.

Okay, thought Simon, if I pass the English mock, I’ll say hello and ask her out …for boba in Mongkok …or something. I’ll still be numb with shock, so it won’t matter if she tells me to go away. If I don’t pass, there won’t be a reason to say anything anyway because my life would be over. Okay then! Done. Wednesday, March 14 could end up being the worst or possibly the best day ever.
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Simon Chan sat three floors above the canteen in the back of room 306, looking out the window and nervously tapping his fingers.

His English teacher, Mr. Lam, was walking along the third-floor balcony with the school’s newest teacher, and first-ever American, Mr. Jack Slaughter. Mr. Lam’s squat frame was partially hidden behind a bundle of exam papers.

“Mr. Slaughter! Mr. Slaughter! How are you today? Will you teach our class?” a band of girl students called out.

“You are like a rock star,” said Mr. Lam. “Everyone wants to speak to you.”


“No-o,” replied the American modestly.

“English class Number One,” said the veteran teacher, nodding toward a room full of quietly working students. “Most of their parents speak English quite well. English class Number Two is also quite reasonable.”

“I see,” said the American, glimpsing at the slightly noisier rows of raised hands. The two did not pause at Number Three, where a microphoned teacher had temporarily broken into angry Chinese.

Mr. Lam’s class, Number Four, was much farther down, its door just before the far stairwell.

“I feel like we’re walking deep into the jungle,” said the American.

“Ha-ha. Yes,” said veteran Lam.

Not many of the students called the American’s name as he entered the class. Saying his name would have been speaking English, and few in Number Four ever did so voluntarily.

“So which class am I getting?” Mr. Slaughter asked.

“Number Five,” said Mr. Lam.

“Jesus,” said the American, causing a few students to look up.

The older teacher smiled. “Don’t worry. They are not so demanding and we don’t expect a miracle. You’ll only be teaching them for a short time before they must leave to prepare for their Certificate examination.”


“Well, that sounds all right, then.”

“Students,” announced Mr. Lam.

Finally, thought Simon.

“Before I give back your exams, I must hear one discussion. Leon! Andy! Kenny! Simon.”

“Oh man.” Simon winced. English discussions were the worst. Every one was the same: painful and pointless.

The boys walked to the front and took their places around the discussion table.

Simon began, “Today we are discussing …” Then he looked at the discussion topic for the first time and decided not to paraphrase. “The principal of your school is going to invite a guest speaker to talk about his or her career and has suggested either an airline pilot, a sportsman/sportswoman, or a newspaper reporter.”

“Good point,” said Andy.

“I’m agree with that,” said Leon.

“Let’s move on,” said Kenny.

“Look at the list of things to talk about!” said Mr. Lam.

“‘Interesting things about the careers,’” read Simon.

“I think playing sport is very interesting,” said Leon.

“I’m agree with you,” said Andy.

“Let’s move on,” said Kenny.

“Yes, I’m agree with you,” said Leon. “What is your opinion, Simon?”


Simon shrugged. “Opinion about what?”

“Thank you, Simon,” said Kenny.

“I’m agree with you,” said Leon.

“Good point,” said Andy.

The class began to snicker.

“I want to hear a suggestion!” Mr. Lam demanded.

Leon shifted in his seat, then looked away from the table. Kenny whispered to Simon in Chinese. “Say a suggestion so we can go.”

“I don’t have a suggestion,” Simon whispered back. But a moment later, Simon said in English, “I want to invite the airline pilot because his life is interesting.”

“Whoa,” went the class, impressed. Then the American spoke and everyone went quiet again.

“Why? Why do you think a pilot’s life would be interesting?”

“He will go to many places,” Simon mumbled.

“Would you like to travel?” continued the American.

Simon shrugged. He didn’t like to talk about personal things in class, especially not in English class.

“Yes,” he said, blushing.

“Good,” said Mr. Lam, now ready to hand out the exam. “Your English is improving. Maybe your result will also improve this time.”

Simon began to feel queasy with hope. The new teacher stretched.


“Chan Ka Hung,” said Mr. Lam and handed back the first paper.

“Ivy Chow.”

“Forty-eight percent!” said Ivy.

“Show me,” said Eric, the nosy guy.

“Emily Wah.”

“Fifty-one! Oh my god!”

“Genius,” said Eric. “Let me see.”

“Karen Lao.”

Simon was trying to recall his feeling at “pens down.” Had he been confident? Relaxed?

“Sylvia Mak.”

Bored, he remembered, because he’d finished early and decided it was pointless to check his answers. Nothing ever looked right anyway.

“Simon Chan. Better.”

Holy mother, thought Simon. I’ve done it. “Thank you,” he said as he took his paper.

“Wow,” said Eric as he read the result over Simon’s shoulder. “That sucks.”

A thirty-nine. Simon stared at the number for a moment and then went through the motions of putting his exam in his bag, putting his bag over his shoulder, and moving toward the door. “Better?” Better than what?

“Students who got below forty percent,” the teacher announced, “for the rest of the year you will join Mr. Slaughter in Number Five.”

A couple of girls giggled. Simon felt a ringing in his ears.

“That’s it,” he said. “I’m never speaking English again. Somebody shoot me if I speak it again.”
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“Simon!” came the familiar voice as he stepped into the lane behind the school. It was followed by a chubby-handed slap on the back.

“What do you want?” he said without turning around.

“Where are you headed?” said his oldest friend, ignoring his tone.

“Nowhere.”

“Let’s go somewhere,” said Katie.

“Where to?”

“I want to go to Portugal. I want to meet Cristiano Ronaldo.”

“Who? What’s so great about him?”


“I love him.”

“Okay, then, let’s go.”

They’d been friends since the first Morning Prayer in Form 1. Simon had said they were like goats and Katie had started to baa. She became half of his plans to travel the world, but things had changed.

“Wait a minute,” she said as a few of her classmates passed by. Mr. Popularity, Steven Lai, was in the lead.

“Steven!” Katie called out. “What did you get for English?”

“Seventy percent,” he replied without stopping.

“I hate you!”

“‘I hate you,’” Steven’s friends mimicked, then called out that she should have some more fish balls.

Katie acted like she hadn’t heard but Simon could tell she had. He wanted to yell something back, but knew Katie wouldn’t like it.

“Steven’s so smart,” she said a moment later.

“Not as smart as you.”

“Hey, do you really think I can pass?”

“Yes.”

“But my grammar is so terrible.”

“You passed the mock, right?”

“Yeah, barely.”

“I told you. You’re the best, Katie.”

“We’re the best, remember?”


Simon rolled his eyes.

It was true that he’d been a keen English student once. But that was back when he was twelve, back when he thought anything was possible.

Neither of them had been naturals at English, but Simon figured that if they tried harder than everybody else, they could make it to one of the top English classes, and hang on until they graduated. After that, the sky would be the limit—even university. So they took notes, did all their homework, and filled shoeboxes with vocabulary cards. But in Form 4, when the Certificate syllabus began, Simon couldn’t keep up.

Over the summer, many of his classmates had either spoken English overseas or gone to study schools, and almost all of them had hired a tutor, even Katie. Simon asked his parents if he could have one too, but they didn’t see the point.

“School is for rich people and doctors!” his father had declared.

Katie offered to take her private lessons at a library so Simon could join her without her parents finding out. Simon thought he would get her in trouble, so he told her he was fine.

But he wasn’t fine. No matter how hard he studied, he couldn’t keep all the new words and grammar in his head. It seemed like whatever English you studied would disappear as soon as you walked back out into the Chinese world. His English never sounded right, and the more he studied, the more confused he became.

He began to worry about things he never previously worried about. Like if you made adverbs by adding “ly” to adjectives, why couldn’t you say “I worked hardly” instead of “I worked hard”? Why did so many words sound different from the way they were spelled? Simon couldn’t even figure out the difference between “I am bored” and “I am boring.”

Katie cried when he was moved down to a lower class after the first midterm.

“It’s not like I’m moving schools,” he told her, but it almost was. The top English students had longer classes. They studied together, hung out together, sung in the English choir together, and planned for Form 6 together.

Simon just hoped that Katie wouldn’t bring up his English exam. He wasn’t in the mood to talk about it.

“So?”

“So what?”

“What did you get on your English exam?”

“Forget it.”

“How close?”

“Not close.”

“Simon! You said you would try!”

“Look, I can’t. I can’t do English.”


“But—”

“Katie!”

She looked away.

He looked down.

“We can still go overseas,” he said in a gentler voice. “Just maybe stow away.”

“Shut up,” she told him, but she smiled this time despite herself.

They walked the last few steps to the footbridge in silence. It was where Katie crossed over to the local housing estates.

“You never know,” said Katie as she started up the steps.

“Know what?” asked Simon.

Katie shook her head.

“Don’t give up,” she called out in English.

Simon acted like the words caused him pain as he walked on down the road.
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