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It takes two
It was one of those chain cafes with heavily-cushioned long 

couches fostering a lazy, cosy ambiance. But unfortunately just as I was 
into the mood of feeling relaxed, the quietness was completely shattered 
when a woman in her 50s walked in. As though to announce her grand 
entrance, she was bragging at the top of her voice to a younger female 
companion. They sank into the same sofa I was sitting on creating quite 
a depression on it. They quickly placed their orders. All the while, the 
woman did not, for one second, lower her voice.

The conversation or rather the public speech about her travels by 
that braggart was so loud that I was forced into hearing every single 
word. That was how I was able to make the conclusion that she was 
bragging! Her gestures were exaggerated with hands stretched out 
so far that I had to distance myself from her claws! Her speech was 
intermittently punctuated by quite a lot of “anyway”s and “you know”s 
in English as well as “you understand”s in Cantonese!

They two must be very good friends, otherwise how could 
an afternoon coffee break be so dominated by one with the other 
responding heartily. This responsive friend was actually doing very well 
her role as a “reflective listener”. 

I had to cut short my coffee time!
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Endurance
How much pain, frustration, disappointment or sacrifice can you 

endure before you say “stop” or “enough” or “I can’t take it anymore”? 
People differ! Some can take a lot and for a long time while others have 
no tolerance at all. Just look around you!

There is the Indonesian domestic helper, Erwiana. She was tortured 
for eight months before she said “no” and ran away. Then there was 
a wife who proclaimed that she knew about her husband’s ex-marital 
relationship and that she endorsed it! There are women who proudly 
crown themselves as “the fourth wife”, “the fifth wife” etc.! Well, 
government officials these days also need to practise the highest degree 
of tolerance to what is being thrown upon them, be it an egg, a banana 
peel or a paper coffin! It could be out of fear, love, etiquette or shame 
or for tangible benefits that all these super humans are demonstrating 
extraordinary endurance!

On the other hand, there are people who can’t take any 
disapproving look or negative comments. They reciprocate with their 
fist not to say a knife!

I have been labelled as a demanding person with not an ounce 
or should I say 28.35 grams of patience! But that is not how I see 
myself! I cannot tolerate 
laziness but I can allow 
ignorance!  I  cannot 
al low betrayal but I 
permit indifference! I do 
not enjoy flattery but I 
welcome criticisms!



116

Green mountain
Life is a roller-coaster ride. There are bound to be ups and downs. 

We have all suffered desertion, disappointment, betrayal or frustration 
of various intensity inflicting upon us different degrees of physical and 
spiritual damage. Some of us survive while others get stuck. Some 
would stay there at the bottom of the deep sea of depression drilling 
their hearts until they bleed. How do people extract themselves from 
down there? It might just be a timely hand extended, a quote that 
enlightens, an ear that listens or a shoulder to cry on. 

There is a Chinese saying that goes like this - as long as you have 
the green mountain, you have wood to burn. It worked for me. At that 
very moment of darkness almost exactly 26 years ago when I was so 
engrossed in self-guilt and desperation that I dwindled to a minute dust 
too feeble to face the unknown future or if there were any future, it was 
this quote that saved me to rise and stand on my feet again. 

Looking back at all the years that have gone by, I feel like I am 
looking at other people’s stories. The hurt is long gone! I have grown to 
be more reflective, more independent and definitely more positive! 
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24 Hours a day
God is never fair. Why is she pretty and I'm not? Why was he born 

with a silver spoon in his mouth and me to a poor family? Why has she 
got such big eyes and mine are so small? We always wonder how God, 
or anyone who is looking down from above, makes his decisions. On 
which cheek is he going to press a dimple etc.? But God is absolutely 
fair in one way - each and every person is granted 24 hours, no more, 
no less! And yet some people can achieve a lot in a day while others 
would just sit there wasting their life! A task can be accomplished in 
an hour while it takes another person double the time. I am not talking 
about ability. That is again something we can't control. I am talking 
about focus and commitment and of course, time management.

 I have this habit of planning my day the very moment I open my 
eyes and before I leave my desk at the close of day. First things always 
come first but I don't sacrifice my routines, like my three meals though 
they can be simple or elaborate depending on the time at my disposal. 
My three hours of exercise per week and Sunday indulgence are also 
important but can be given up if really necessary to squeeze more time.

Once I start, whether writing, marking, designing worksheets or 
projects, I can dive right into it because I am prepared with the task 
all mapped out in mind, documents and skill books on the desk and 
of course, my coffee and water but no snacks. All armed, I can sit and 
work for at least two hours. All these preparations are important to 
ensure that I don’t have any excuse to get out of my seat. I also set the 
timer to discipline myself. I don’t feel stressed but actually feel focused 
and motivated. The sense of accomplishment is truly satisfying. Maybe 
it is true to say that pressure can be pleasure.

I never complain I don’t have time for this and that because I 
manage time and not time manages me.
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Disposables
 In the name of hygiene and convenience, we use a lot of 

disposables. Call me nostalgic – I am recalling how it was in the good 
old days! It was not too long ago. Until  mid-1970s, we recycled almost 

everything!

Dur ing  mens t rua t ion ,  we  g i r l s  used 
cloth napkin fitted with cut toilet sheets. We 
brought handkerchiefs and sneezed into them! 
Unimaginable now!

My son, Vincent, was born in the 1970s. 
When he was still an infant, we used cloth diapers 
made from old cotton clothes soft to the baby’s 

skin. The soiled diapers would be put in a basin of water to remove 
the urine and faeces. This water would be flushed down the toilet. 
The diapers would then be washed, rinsed and air-dried. I did not feel 
obnoxious at all washing these soiled diapers! See, there was no plastic 
involved!

Every now and then, an elderly man would come and knock 
on doors asking if we had any tins and cans. We children were very 
delighted to see him because in exchange for the 555 cigarette cans, 
we would be given malt sugar crackers. In the market, newspapers were 
used for wrapping virtually everything even fish and tofu and straws for 
the vegetables. Brown paper bags were used for take-aways and glass 
bottles for all the drinks!

In come all the disposables and convenience and we rejoice until 
it dawns on us that we are harming our future generations! Though late, 
it is better than never! Be reflective and protect our environment! 

If girls want to try making own sanitary pads, browse this website:

http://www.ehow.com/about_5063452_did-use-before-sanitary.napkins.
html#ixzz2yBT3ttL8
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Decisions
Every day, we make decisions, both minor and major for ourselves 

and for others.

In the morning, we have to choose what to wear, what to eat for 
breakfast and whether we should quicken our steps or there is still time 
to procrastinate. Then as the day progresses, we have to prioritize our 
tasks or to whom the tasks are to be allocated etc. Come lunch break, 
we have to decide whether we should stick to a healthy diet or to 
indulge ourselves in some oily and fatty but absolutely tasty food.

“Should I finish this task? Oh! The deadline is next week! Well, 
I can leave at 5! Now it’s 4:45. Time to tidy up! Let me go to the 
washroom first!”

“Should I go home for dinner? Well, I better join my colleagues! 
Boss is going. I don’t want him to think that I am a loner!”

Other decisions such as which person to talk to are made sub-
consciously because we are already conditioned.

At different phases of our life, there are major decisions to be 
made. Some are made by our parents while other decisions are in 
our own hands. There might be situations in our adult life that fate 
seems to have taken control and we are helpless. We might be fired or 
abandoned! And we cry out “Why me? Why now?” But in fact, it is at 
moments like these that we have to assume control! We decide how we 
are to move on!

A good friend once gave me these 
two lines which I find very useful:

Choose what you love. Love what 
you choose.
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Detachment
I never know "detachment" is a virtue until 

I attended the workshop entitled "The Virtues 
Project - the Singaporean Experience" delivered 
by Dr. Phyllis Chew, Professor of National 
Institute of Education, Singapore. She explained 
with stories how the 52 virtues can help create 
a caring campus and kinder children. Because 
of time constraint, she could only elaborate on 
several of the 52 virtues. 

One of the stories went like this. Dr. Chew 
had a doctoral candidate who kept postponing the completion of her 
thesis. It had been close to 5 years already.

Dr. Chew asked her to withdraw and yet she pleaded for another 
extension of half a year saying that her child was taking up too much 
of her time. That had been the reason presented all these years though 
her daughter was already 10 and there was a domestic helper around. 
Dr. Chew asked us which virtue could help her. I looked at the list of 52 
virtues and asked if the virtue of "detachment" could. 

I was right. It was like an awakening – very often we are 
depressed, distracted or disorientated because we are too attached. 
Our body and soul are into that something or someone. We grasp it or 
him/her as though there would be no tomorrow if we let go! We lose 
objectivity. Then it’s time to back off a little to give ourselves and the 
people around us a chance. The virtue of detachment can be helpful. 

All the participants of the workshop agreed that they would not 
only try to implement the Virtues Project in their schools but would 
also apply this positive mentality to their own lives as this can bring 
about peace of heart and energy to move on. If you want to know more 
about the Virtues Project and the 52 virtues, please visit: http://www.
virtuesproject.com/education.html
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