A moment of realization 

I had always been a popular kid in school.  I was lucky, I guess.  At the very beginning of first year in elementary school, when most children did not know any of their classmates, I accidentally hooked up with the leader of the cool kids’ group because we happened to be--urinating together.  Later on, although students were shuffled to different classes every other year, our group stayed close and I grew to be one of the coolest kids and a pioneering street dancer in school.  

In junior high school, not too many people knew I could dance; my schoolmates only felt that I was somewhat strange carrying a portable stereo to school everyday.  As luck would have it, one day, we were practicing dancing after school as usual, and the principal just happened to walk by.  She stopped to watch us with an amused smile on her face, sometimes even jiving with the music.  A few days later, she came to our practice again and asked us to put on a show in the school anniversary.  
Upon watching us doing dope movements, twisting our bodies to strange angles, and gliding on the ground on our knees, the audience were mesmerized. They could neither shut their mouth nor take their eyes off of us for a second.  After the three minute performance, the auditorium was shaken by applause, and I was a star.  Wherever people met us, they would ask us to show them more moves and tricks.  Girls looked upon us as their super heroes; they wanted to hang out with us to watch us dance every day after school. 

I danced through high school and even became the leader of the school dance club; furthermore, I made lots of good friends from Taipei First Girl High due to the performance we held together in the summer vacation.  I was quite content that I was always surrounded by friends.  As all seniors braced for the college entrance exam, I was the only exception for I had been chosen to go to the US as an exchange student.  As much as I knew I would miss my frieds, I was more excited about the prospect of making more friends in the US.
Unfortunately, life as an exchange student did not work out the way I had expected.  My host brothers were all too young to play with and my host parents, though nice, were busy playing online games after work.  I was feeling lonely all the time, but I kept telling myself: “everything was going to be fine after school started.”  After all, I had heard that exchange students are quite popular in the US as local students are keen on making international friends.  
As it turned out, school life was no better.  I felt like a mute in class, and walked home alone.  I made only a few friends during the whole school year and we did not hang out often.  My only companions were my computer and my host family.  And the only happy moments of my exchange student year were two trips I took with other exchange students to NY and Florida, which turned out to be quite depressing as well.  For as my travel companions talked about what kind of extracurricular activities they participated in, what they did when they were hanging out with friends, and how sweet their boy or girl friends were, all I could do was sit and listen.  My heart was filled with envy as well as frustration. 
It dawned upon me that for many years I had been living behind a mask I created to constantly deceive myself and other people.  I seemed to have many friends, but the truth was, I did not have the courage to talk to total strangers unless he or she was already intimate with someone I already knew.  I did not know how to be sociable at all.  I thought, as long as I remained cool and gave people a cool impression, they would automatically make friends with me, and if they did not, they were the ones who got the problem.  My life as an exchange student had finally exposed my weakness, my lack of social skills, and I was furious at myself, because I could have had a more active and colorful life in the US.  Instead, I was about to go home empty-handed.
It was a sobering experience.  I promised myself: “I will come out from under the mask I had been wearing.  I don’t want to be the coolest but distant dude on campus.  I want to get a life too.”  
You might think I have wasted a year in the U.S. doing nothing.  But for me, I totally do not think it is a waste of time.  After all, had it not been for this trip, I would still be the coward living in the shadow.  

