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oraen gumboots and dutchmc a
fﬁstful of young rice shoots, I wade

into a rectangular mud pit and try.

* to mimic the actions of our teach-

er, who has taken just seconds {0
. thrust dozens of sheots effortless-

lyintothe ground producing per-
fectly straight lines, before leaping
‘ back onto dry ground.-

My efforts are rather more rus-

, ti‘ ‘Great clumps of greenery,in
no particular sequence, stand out
“like the proverbial sore thumb
against the teacher’s perfect
example. They begm hstmg

stuck fastin the mud. Thc
dark morass is acting like

things apa 1elated and is expect-
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gardens and offers cooking class-

es,; mcluding a market visit:
Other dining options at Sayan

include the Riverside Cafe; a cas-

ual poolside diner with wood-

burning pizza oven;butthe pick is

CAyung Terrace, which occupies

what must be on¢ of the best
dining-room vantage points:in
theworld:

We' are staving at: the Four
Seasons for three nights and fig-

“ure that will be ample time to

check out Ubud, the artists’ village
that draws fravellers from across
theworld, particularly since Eliza-
beth Gilbert’s book, Eat, Pray,

“Love, described her sessions with
Ubud-based healer Ketut Liyer.

-~ Werdo venture into Ubud a
couple of times; once tovisit Cafe
Lotus, set'around:an exquisite
lotus pond, which my bhusband
chanced on 20 years ago whenrhe
took twoyears off to travel the
world, falling in love with Indone-

“siaabove all'otherdestinations he

visited. We also sample the wares
of Ibu Oka warung, much talked

- aboutas offering the best sucklmg
pigontheisland. :
Back at Four Saasonb ,ayan

weflipthrough
Twin has prepared; it sports p

trac afane aftamnte athainog virs
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AT abar in Hong Kong, I ner-
vously clutch my gin and tonic. It
is the only thing that is going o
save me from passing out. My
friend Michelle and I are aboutio
do karacke for the first time and
not just'sing in'public butic.a
foreign public, I need every bit of
courage I can'muster. In fact, itis
time for the big guns; it s time for
amojito.

We have shunned Kowloon's
mainstream karaoke bars such as
Neway and Red Box fora taxi
driver’'s recommendation. Yes
1ith is a small, dimly lit place on
the Itth floor of an office building
in downtown Tsim Sha Tsui.

A big group is having a great
time performing harmonies,
duets and ballads accompanied
by wringing hands and tortured
expressions. A girl with bright
blue eye shadow tells me thatin
Hong Kong people work hard
and are usually very reserved.
Karaoke is their chance to stand
out from the crowd.

Sothigisatrue cultural experi-
ence I am about to have. Perhaps
one more mojito will help.

A'guy comes over, introducing
himself as James, a stockbroker.
He agrees that karaoke is an op-
portunity to expose your frue self
and have a shot at the person you
really want to be. 1 find it hard to
see the rock star-in him; he’s
dressed in smart slacks, silk shirt
and sensible shoes.

“It's a moment of fantasy,” he
tellsme.

“When I sing, Fam a star.”

James takes the microphone
and proceeds to serenade us with
an evidently popular Chinese
love song. His voice dips and
wails, warbles and strains. He
screws up his eyes (he doesn’t
need the lyric prompt) and dram-
atically whispers the final few
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lines. He certaindy gives arock

“star %;)ezfozmance f‘he bar breaks

into app} avise

One of tim girlsin the bxw
group walks over to us smil
and shyly hands over the micro-
phone. This is it Sing or run.
Michelle takes my arm. W eseroll
the meoau and settle ona Shakira
number. “I'don’t think Trcan do
this,” 1 tell her. Miy voiceiswobbly,
my throat dry. There isalittle
encouraging applause, though,
and then the music staris.

With tiny voices, Michelle am%
i start singing. Through my
screwed-up evelids; Isee smiling,
encouraging faces. People are not
covering their ears in distress. We
up the volume, swing ourhipsand
finish with our best vocal flourish:

The mojitos have done their
job. Thewholebaris eruptinginto
cheers and clapping, f can breathe
again; perhaps 1 have discovered
the elusive elements that make
karaoke strangely intoxicating:
infectious smiles and'a sense of
joyiul carnaraderie, and a shared,
albeit ” sometimes  fraumatic,
experience. We have stepped out
of our ordinary lives and been
stars for 3Y:2 minutes.

Certainly there s no mhe
environment where strangers
would listen patiently .while
1 wring the life out of Bohemian
Rhapsody.

Heartened, we warble ourway
through Billy Joel's Uptown Girl
and ‘even consider trying our
hand at a Cantonese number,
despite our absolute lack of the
language. We don't need more
mojitos; wé are ona roll;even
stealing the microphone from
each other for dramatic 50108,

Five songs later, the pretty £ girl
who brought us the microphorie
comes over {o take it oemi / fi 01T
our hands.

She’s smiling and nodding ;“o}«
itely, but her grip ig firm as ‘me
prises it away.

Malaysia river cruise: Book
before December 3l this year fa

- receivea 20 per cent discounton
an eight-night Pandaw river:
rrtica svnlaring the heart of




