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“Nina, we've got to go,” Dan said as he jumped from the cable spider web, brushing his pants.

“Why so early?” Nina frowned, a hint of disappointment in her voice.

Their group had arrived at this playground a short while ago, and had played only tag beside hide-and-seek. That was because of the boys. They had to be up on the trees first. Harley climbed the highest. He stood swinging on a branch as thick as his arm, peeking into Mrs. Rozana's house, watching her eldest son play a game, guns blazing.

“Geez, blood splashes like anything,” he reported to those below.

“And?” Alex asked upward, “Any cool strategies?”

Strategies and tactics! Nina thought to herself, As if he were a commander! Alex was recently appointed class president. At first, the boy was evidently delighted, but after a few days, he announced to the group—he was done being a class monitor.

“I expected big responsibilities but ended up just an errand boy for the teachers. Huh, what a waste of my heaven-blessed talent!”

“Our head teacher did assign you to keep order when she was in meetings and to take attendance, didn’t she?”

“And you call that a good use of brilliance?” Alex protested, “My organizational expertise is not for such trivial things!”

Nina had no idea what Alex's organizational expertise was good for other than pointing who should sit on which branch of this tree. She was perched on a fork. From there, she could only see into the kitchen, and there was only a black-and-white cat sleeping on the windowsill. Still way better than where the wee Lee was though. This boy was only three and half years old, yet he tried copying the older ones climbing trees. Except all he managed was to dangle himself from the lowest branch, just a little off the ground. Luckily, in this position, the loose pants he inherited from his older brother didn't slip off, so Lee didn't have to constantly pull up the waistband.

“Now, onto the next level,” Harley continued with his reporting. “I see a bunch of monsters.”

“No super machines?” Dan asked.

“No, why machines in a zombie game, man?”

“Pfft!” Dan waved his hand, uninterested.

Nina and Dan's group weren't allowed to play such monster shooting games. “Too violent, very harmful to children's development!” Mom would say. And Mrs. Rozana bragged her son was the best student in the class all the time.

Nina thought it was a waste of time to just sit on the tree like this. This playpark was big but far from their neighbourhood. Nina was only allowed to come here on weekends. There were loads of cool things to do: super high spiral slides, a giant cable spider web, and even a zip line. The playground nearby Nina's block was cramped and had only boring setups for babies.

The group got down from the tree. Harley was a little regretful. He said Rozana's son was a good shot. Then, just as Nina had gathered a bunch of pine cones as food for playing shop, Dan glanced at his watch and announced that they had to go home.

“Why are you guys going home so early today?” she asked.

“Because it's my birthday,” Dan fiddled with his watch. This must be his birthday present. “My dad told me to be home on time from now on.”

“Why didn't you tell me about your birthday?”

Nina suddenly felt isolated. Dan looked embarrassed, the others shifted their eyes away. Only little Lee was still sitting obediently a distance away, since he was assigned the piffling role of serving food to the customers.

“Our teacher told my mom either the whole class or just the boys are to be invited to birthday parties.”

“So why didn't your mom invite the whole class?”

“Well, I asked her the same thing, but she said, ‘For heaven’s sake!’”

“What does that mean?”

“Probably no, what else? We went to a car show the other day. Dad asked Mom how about an upgrade, then showed her a really cool off-road. Mom just said, ‘For heaven’s sake’. In the end, Dad got to buy only a bottle of car freshener. I asked him why Mom preferred a bottle to the super machine, and Dad explained to me, ‘Son, women are hard to make sense of.’”

“I'm a female too. Still I don't get why your mom doesn't want to invite me. We're in the same gang, aren’t we?”

“You're not a woman,” Dan said patronizingly.

As he spoke, he flicked Nina's ponytail with his black, dirt-stained fingernails.

“You're just a girl. And this is a boy's party. Only boys are invited. That's it!”

“I can play all your boyish games. I run even faster than you.”

Lee, bored with waiting for customers, had edged closer. Hearing that, he quickly cut in, "Me pan wun fathst poo (I can run fast too)." Then, to prove his words, he darted away, grabbing his waistband to keep his pants from falling.

“We know it doesn’t sound fair,” Alex explained hastily.

He saw that Nina seemed about to cry, and recalled that they were always taught to be polite to girls. This boy was wearing a cowboy costume. Probably because of that, he didn't dare climb the tree for fear of smudging his outfit for the party. Carefully smoothing the bosom of his shirt, he comforted her.

“We’d love to have you, but if the teacher finds out, there will be big trouble.”

“See?” Harley added. “It’s tough making sense of women. What else can we do?”

Nina gloomily watched the boys recede from the playground. She turned to the neatly arranged rows of pinecones and flowers. Those would be muffins, and the walnut shells would serve as coffee cups. Everything was ready, but how could she play shop now without buyers? What else could she play? Nina stomped her feet, then sat down dejectedly. Had she been a few years younger, she would have cried out loud. But eight was too old to cry. Moreover, the boys would hear her and would know she was dying to hang out with them.

As if I care about that stupid birthday! Nina thought, It’ll just be boring fishing and piñata smashing like every other birthday. I’ll think up something really cool, something that turns them green with envy and they’d kick themselves for not staying to play with me.

But what could that cool thing be? The playpark was empty, not a soul in sight. There was no one else to play with. Nina looked out at the sand patch. This playground has a large expanse of white sand, on which were scattered toddlers' tools for sandcastles. She would build a huge castle, and decorate it with sand figures. That’d be the most beautiful castle they’d ever see. Intrigued by the idea, Nina ran eagerly to the sand. But after scanning around and not seeing any bucket, Nina became discouraged. The sand molds were all deformed or chipped. Most of the rake teeth were broken. There was only one sturdy shovel. Then she would dig a tunnel, a tunnel bigger than ever, and super deep. She would dig through the Earth, all the way to China, and when the boys saw it, they would turn green with envy.

Nina eagerly got to work. The sand here was white and very soft. In no time, a large pit appeared in front of Nina. On the beach, people often buried themselves in sand holes like this, with only their heads sticking out. But Nina knew that was actually cheating, because these sand holes themselves were very shallow. Somehow, the sand here was easy to dig, and soon Nina was standing in a hole as deep as her head. Just as she was thinking about stopping, her shovel hit something hard. Usually, in the sandpit there could be children's toys buried as treasures and forgotten, such as sand molds, shovels, or dried pine cones. But at this depth, where children often could not reach, how could those forgotten things be found?

What if this is a fossil or some treasure? Nina thought, suddenly excited. She felt around with her shovel. Oh, something flat and smooth. Could it be a treasure chest? Who knows, this sandbank could once be the ocean, and pirates buried their treasure chests here. It was possible, Nina had seen similar things in movies many times.

But this chest seemed huge! Nina kept groping around but couldn’t find the edges. This way she could become rich. She imagined all the gold coins (real gold, not the chocolate ones), pearl necklaces, and piles of sparkling diamonds. Enough to trade for Lego, even those remotely controlled Lego Technic sets for big teens. Maybe even enough to buy a whole Lego city. How wonderful! Nina imagined the grimace on Dan's face when he begged her to let him join. He had asked for it, inviting only boys to his birthday party. Now he was going to regret it!

Nina sat down on the ground, clearing the sand to the sides with her hands. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a chest like Nina had thought. A door appeared before her eyes. Why would anyone build a house in the middle of a sand pit? Or was this a secret tunnel? Oh my! She wondered if there was anything dangerous in here? Should she wait until the boys' party was over before asking them to come and see? But then, there’d be nothing for them to be jealous of. They might even brag that boys were always braver than girls. Nina opened the door to peek inside, then boldly looked in.

Oh, it wasn’t scary at all! The tunnel wasn’t as dark as she thought. On the contrary, the interior was softly lit and very clean. The floor was as smooth as velvet. There seemed to be faint melodious music coming from somewhere, and most of all, Nina smelled a fragrance like chewing gum. She stepped fully into the tunnel.

Along the tunnel, Nina walked and watched cartoons on both sides of the wall. The movies were okay but seemed to be for little kids. She wondered if there was anything else interesting here. At the end of the tunnel was a large door blocking the way. Nina looked around, trying to find the door latch when she suddenly saw a sign that read “Welcome to Candy City!”

Candy City, how cool! Nina had never heard of this place before. Was there any description about it? Suddenly a voice rang out above her head.

“Hello there. What’s your name?”

Nina looked around, there was no one. Who said that? Was there a hidden speaker? She tried turning a shiny knob on the door. The voice rang out again.

“What are you looking for? I'm standing right in front of you. I'm the Talking Door. Ouch, don't poke my eye like that!”

“Oh, sorry, I’m Nina. I didn't know this was your eye. I thought eyes come in pairs.”

“With a good one like mine, one is enough. Let's see, phew, luckily there’s no scratch. My eye has just been polished. Hmm, so do you want to go to Candy City?”

“What’s Candy City?”

“A city made of candy, what else? Haven't you heard of it?”

“No. But the fairy tales say there was a witch who built a house out of candy to lure children, and then—”

“That’s a fairy tale. That’s why there are witches. There’s no witches in real life, my dear. How old are you to still believe in fairy tales?”

“I've been eight for almost two months.”

“Oh, um, um. So you’re not in diapers anymore, I guess?”

“Of course, who’d wear diapers at eight?” Nina cried.

“Sorry, just my duty to ask. Anyone who's still in diapers or can’t go to the bathroom by themselves is not allowed in this city.”

“Why?”

“Well, since everything here is edible, everyone must maintain public hygiene. Do you know how to brush your teeth?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not naughty, you don’t fight over others' toys, right?”

“No.”

The door kept asking Nina a bunch more questions. Then, seemingly satisfied, it said a greeting in one breath, sounding pre-recorded,

"Welcome to our city, where all good children can play and eat to their heart’s content, completely free. Have a good time and good appetites!"
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The Talking Door opened. A flood of light rushed in, engulfing Nina, obscuring her vision. The girl raised her hand to block the blaze out. When her eyes adjusted to the light, Nina suddenly found herself standing in front of a large and incredibly beautiful playground.

Calling it a playground wouldn’t be quite right because the scenery here was more like one out of a fairy tale. Nina saw a pointed-roofed castle standing tall on a small green hill, covered with a carpet of bright flowers. On the tiny bell towers, pennants fluttered merrily. At the foot of the hill were cute houses of all colors. In the beautiful little forest nearby, there were weird but easy-to-climb trees. The sky was filled with dragonflies and butterflies fluttering with small wings emitting sparkling light. There was also a sandbank with a stranded pirate ship, its flags, anchor, and treasure chests intact.

So cool! Nina didn't know where to start. But first, she wanted to know if there were any kids to play with. She ran to a small cottage with many flower pots under the windowsill. Before Nina could knock, the window flung open. A blond girl with pigtails stuck her head out.

“Hello, would you like to buy something from my store?”

“Is this your store?”

“Just pretend, but you can buy anything.”

Nina looked around the shop. On the long table, there was a display of animal dolls with all sorts of furniture and miniature houses.

“I like this set,” Nina pointed at the mother and daughter mice in yellow striped dresses. “But I have no cash.”

“Then you have to go pick the money.”

“Pick the money?” Nina asked in surprise, “Where?”

“From the trees, of course. Over there, in the forest. Come on, I’ll show you. You seem new here.”

The pigtailed girl ran out of the house and started heading toward the forest. Nina hurried after her.

“Are you the only one here?”

“No, there’re many other kids. It’s just that this area is so big you don’t see them. Here it is,” she pointed to the foliage of a low branch.

Nina followed the blonde girl's finger and saw that she was right. Among the green leaves were glittering gold coins.

“Can I pick as many as I want?” Nina asked.

“Yeah, you can get money from the pirate ship too. But the boys are playing war there.”

“I thought fighting wasn't allowed here?”

“Just pretend, no one is fighting for real. Look!”

Nina looked in the direction her friend was pointing and saw a boy with a pirate hat on his head, waving a curved saber. One of his eyes was covered with a black cloth, but since he apparently couldn't see well with one eye, he occasionally lifted the blindfold to sneak a peek. Then he gave a loud shout.

“Hey Zangzuh, surrender now! This is my island.”

Nina saw the sword in his hand flash. Geez, that looked dangerous! What if he slashed someone by mistake? Seeing the scared expression on Nina’s face, the blonde girl calmed her.

“What are you afraid of? It’s just a fake sword.”

“But it looks sharp, what if—”

“There's no “what if” here. They play this game all the time, look!”

Nina saw another boy, not imitating a pirate but a knight, clad in shiny armor from head to toe, charging towards the first boy with a mace.

“You evil Munxurry, have a taste of my mace! Hey yahhh!”

“Gladly!” the wanna-be one-eyed pirate replied loudly.

He opened his mouth, took a big bite of the mace the knight had just swung down.

“Chocolate-coated crisp! Mniam mniam!” he cried.

“Eh, eh, you can’t eat my weapon, you cheater! We ought to fight.”

“You asked for it, daring me to eat your mace, so there you have it. What are you complaining about?”

The blonde girl turned and smiled at Nina.

“See? Everything here is edible.”

“Where did those boys get their pirate and knight costumes?” Nina wondered.

“Well, you’d need to order them from Fondant House, but it can be done quickly.”

“What kind of clothes do they make there?”

“Anything. Do you like princess dresses like those? I have several sets of that type.”

The girl pulled Nina's hand and pointed to the castle. From the spiral staircase came a swarm of princesses and fairies, all dressed in flowing puff dresses of blue, red, purple, and yellow. Nina was overjoyed. There was so much fun and so many new friends here. Nina's friend, whom she later learned was named Joyce, introduced Nina to the other girls. Nina was so engrossed in playing she almost forgot to eat the candy.

It wasn't until the bell rang "Dinggg... dooonnggg... dooong... " that the children stopped playing. A gentle voice came over the loudspeaker, "Candy City’s about to close. Hope you had a great time. See you again." After saying goodbye, the children agreed when to come back and dispersed to separate doors. It turned out that they all lived in different neighbourhoods, and Candy City had numerous tunnels leading off in many directions.

It was getting dark when Nina got home. Mom was cooking dinner, and Dad was mowing the lawn. She wondered if she should tell her parents about Candy City. This was definitely a special event. Nina always told her parents when something new happened. Today, she was allowed to go to Dan's playground since it was far from home. But she never left that playground anyway. Candy City was right there.

If Nina told them, Mom and Dad would definitely want to come along. And if they did, the ambitious weight loss plan they both sketched out at the beginning of the month would be ruined. Nina's dad loved chocolate, and Mom was addicted to mints. Besides, they probably wouldn’t be allowed. Yes, Nina remembered, the Talking Door only let children in. Actually, could they even go through that door down to the tunnel? Mom had been complaining a lot about her weight lately. And look what belly Dad had!

Lost in thought, Nina didn’t realize she had already entered the house. Mom didn't notice her. Her eyes were gluing to the phone while she cooked. It wasn't until Nina almost passed the kitchen that Mom spotted the daughter.

“Ah, you’re home. Go wash your hands, darling. Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Yea-ah-h,” Nina answered flusteredly, suddenly feeling a pang of guilt, as if she was hiding something from Mom.

“Did you have fun?” Mom continued, typing nonstop.

“Dan didn't invite me to his birthday, so I went to dig a hole in the yard,” Nina said, starting to panic a little.

If Mom kept asking, Nina would end up blurting it all out. Why should she keep Candy City a secret anyway?

“Well, I'm going upstairs,” Nina said and hurried up the stairs.

Her heart was pounding, as if she had done something wrong. Was I doing wrong? Should I tell Mom and Dad? Hey, but what if Mom tells the other moms, then all the kids in the block will know, and there won’t be anything to make them jealous of. Okay, Nina decided, I’ll show Dan and the boys my secret first, let them kneel at my feet. Then, it won’t be too late to tell parents.

Nina changed, threw the dirty clothes in the washing machine, and was about to go down to the dining room when she heard Mom's exasperated voice.

“I don’t know who came up with that idea. No wonder that drawn face of hers! She must have felt so let down! I could tell it at once. She'd normally be chattering when she’s home.”

“It's just the school policy. Dan's mother probably didn't mean to leave our daughter out,” Dad's voice explained.

“Well, I got it that the teacher wants the kids to feel treated equally. But they’ve got to consider the fact. Girls don’t always play with girls. Like our Nina, she plays with boys all the time. And she got cut out, just because she’s a girl. That’s not being considerate. Do you think we should have a word with the teacher?”

“Well, we’d better let it go. The school must have their reason for this rule. If we object, they’ll say we’re making a fuss. No other parents spoke up.”

“I guess you're right,” Mom sighed. “Who knows, the teacher might take a dislike to Nina. It doesn't matter who's right or wrong, no one likes fussy people.”

“Yep, that’s the way it is,” Dad concluded. “Sometimes the idea is great but with disastrous execution, the outcome is completely opposite to the original intention.”

Nina didn't like it when Dad used confusing words like "intention" or "outcome". And Dad used them all the time, which was tiresome. Luckily, Mom and Dad thought she got upset for not being invited to the birthday party. Actually, she had long forgotten about it. Nina was in fact thrilled, when she thought about telling her friends of that secret city. But right now, it was best not to correct her parents. Everyone knew adults were not very smart, they could cause you lots of trouble too.
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As usual, when one had dreamt up a great plan and toiled for it, something would inevitably come up at the last minute and ruin everything. All week long, Nina had been telling the boys about this top secret meeting. She even came up with a code name for it. Harley seemed skeptical. He said he’d never known a code name that started with an "S", it should have been "X". For example, mysterious things were often called "X", like "planet X", or "X-man".

“Are you sure you didn’t misspell "X" as "S"?”

“What? No way I could misspell it! Speaking of spelling, I got a B and you got a D yesterday. So who's better?”

“Hey, don’t change the subject. So what that I got a D? As long as none of you snitch to my parents. Can I count on you guys? Are any of you going to tattle on it?”

“Don't worry, no one will leak it,” Nina soothed the boy. “I called the meeting ‘S’ for a reason. When I tell you, you'll understand, but I can't say it now.”

So, despite their doubts, all the boys agreed that this Saturday afternoon, they would be at the playground to meet Nina at the "S" meeting (which of course had to be "S" because that was the first letter of "sweets", right?)

But at the appointed time today, when they should have been jumping for joy and begging Nina to take them to Candy City, Nina was the only one here. Dan had to stay home to babysit his younger brother while his parents went to a party. Alex had to go to the dentist since he had had a loose tooth for eight months and wouldn't let anyone touch it. Harley said he could go only for half an hour because his dad made him do extra spelling homework afterwards. Somehow, his dad had found out about the D on his spelling test.

Nina was kicking the sand, feeling that life was so unfair, when she saw Harley approaching from the playground gate. He looked different today. He had lost his usual cheerful, energetic appearance and didn't bother climbing any trees. His face was drawn. He must have gotten a scolding.

“Why that long face of yours?” Nina asked.

“My dad knows about the spelling test,” he answered without looking up.

“So what? Next time you probably won't get a D.”

“My dad threatened that unless I got a B, I must keep off gaming.”

Nina suddenly felt sorry for the boy. Harley sucked at memorizing subjects. By the time he got a B, he'd probably be out of gaming for a long time. Instead of laughing at him, Nina suddenly stopped feeling sulky. Even though she could brag only to Harley today, who probably wouldn't be thrilled being so worried, she decided to still show him the way to Candy City.

“Come on, don't be sad. I have a great secret to show you,” Nina said as she grabbed Harley's hand.

“Hey, are you guys going off on your own? Why only Harley gets to know? Are you hiding something from us?”

Nina turned around in surprise when she heard the familiar voices. Behind her stood Dan and Alex.

“Why, there you are. I thought you weren't going to make it here? What about your loose tooth, Alex?”

“Too bad. When I was about to leave for the dentist, I drank a glass of lemonade. Of course, after drinking it, I had to chew the ice, right?”

Nina and Harley nodded. They both agree the best part about drinking lemonade was chewing on ice. By then, the cubes had melted a little, they were bite-sized, crunchy and even though ice was plain, who wouldn't like to grind them crackling between their teeth? What a treat! The only thing was the moms always forbade kids from doing so, terrorizing that eating ice would give them a sore throat.

“I was chewing on the last one when I felt something hard in my mouth. I spat it out. It was the tooth. It fell out without me even noticing. Probably because of the ice, I didn't feel a thing.”

As he spoke, Alex gaped his mouth wide, showing off his red tooth socket. “So no more dentists. What a pity!”

“Are you regretting it now? Weren’t you scared to death of going to the dentist?”

“No, you silly, Nina! You don't get it. Had it fallen out at the dentist, I’d have gotten some toy, not to mention a ‘Brave Patient’ sticker. I'm collecting them.”

Nina wasn't sure if Alex deserved the title of "Brave Patient" after chickening out for eight months before getting that super-loosen tooth out. But it was true that every time they visited the dentist, they got a “little something” that only dentists had. Last time, Nina picked a beautiful ring with a light purple stone that matched her fairy costume at home. Boys often chose motorbikes or dinosaurs.

“You’ll earn from the Tooth Fairy, right? That should do.”

“What do you mean ‘should do’? Do you know how many more teeth I’d have to lose to afford a Lego Technic set? My parents said the economy was bad these days. The Tooth Fairy is going to give only half the amount she used to give.”

The group nodded ruefully in agreement. Indeed, each fallen tooth now brought in much less "income" than before. It was alarming that even the Tooth Fairy had become stingy. Imagine how people would earn their pocket money after losing all their baby teeth?

“What about you, Dan? Aren’t your parents going to the party anymore?”

“They left, but I dragged Lee along here. He peed all over the house while I was watching cartoons.”

“Dut 'cause me was peesy watthin', me no in diapy-pange anymore (Just because I was busy watching, I'm not in diapers anymore),” Lee, who was hiding behind his brother, heard himself mentioned, quickly added. “Den me payed boath, pig funth, prrruum prrruum (Then I played boat, big fun, prrruum prrruum).”

Dan glared at his brother then sighed, “I finished the comic book, and looked up to see him playing boat in the pee puddle. Now the pee was splattered all over the place. Mom told me to watch him, not to clean the house. I brought him out here to play, and the puddle should dry up on its own. That still counts as me watching him, right?”

Nina carefully kept a little further away from Lee. Unexpectedly, the whole group gathered here, just as she wanted.

“Come. I'll tell you guys a secret.”

“Did you get a bad grade too?” Harley asked, apparently still haunted by the spelling test.

Nina quickly led the boys to the sandy stretch where the secret tunnel was. The branch marking the spot stayed intact, although it had been knocked over by the wind or accidentally trampled on.

“Dig here!” Nina ordered.

Each boy found a shovel and dug diligently. Little Lee, not finding any shovel, dug with his hands, but only got in the way.

“Tell Lee to go play somewhere else,” Nina said to Dan.

“No, me wanth to pay hewe! Hewe (No, I want to play here! Here)!” Lee immediately insisted, staying in his place.

The group swarmed to drag Lee out, but the little boy had quickly rolled on the sand, kicking his feet, yelling that he wanted to play with the older ones, or else he would tell on Mom. Dan’s face crumpled. He grabbed his brother's leg and dragged him along like a sack of potatoes, while his brother tried his best to dig into the ground with his chubby hands. Just then, Lee’s hand caught the tunnel door handle and as his brother pulled hard, the door swung open, revealing to all the kids the secret staircase.

The three boys gasped, even Lee stopped crying. On his face, sand-stained and still wet with tears, now there was a big grin, “Wah, gweat! It-th mineth (Ah, great! It's mine)!”

“Yours? Nina found it the other day.”

Lee looked around suspiciously. In his experience, the older ones always tried to trick him, since he was the youngest. And they always tried to shoo him away, though he didn't understand why. If he was at home, he would run straight to his parents and throw a tantrum. His parents always took his side, especially when he screamed real loud, even though they had no idea what was going on. Unfortunately, there were no parents here. Lee decided on being a good boy. His older brother would likely let him tag along. Usually, he would also be given a role that his brother insisted was quite important, such as gatekeeper or servant.

So Lee followed the big kids down the tunnel. Deep down, he still considered this tunnel "his discovery" though he had stopped whining, afraid of being forced to stand guard outside. The group stopped timidly in front of the large door. Nina took a step forward, boldly knocking on the door. The light on the doorknob turned on, “Yeh, what the...? Ah, um um... hello everyone, I just fell asleep for a bit. Wow, what a crowd for today!”

All the boys were speechless. Alex gaped, though he probably had no intention of showing the door his new tooth hole. Harley stared, as if his eyes were about to pop out of his head. Dan turned his head left and right, holding his brother's arm, pushing him back, while his brother Lee kept leaning forward to look.

“Hello Door, I'm taking my friends to Candy City today,” Nina introduced.

“Let's see, let's see. Not so easy. I’ve got to check first.”

Hearing this, Lee felt a threat looming close. This scrutiny seemed to be directed at him and no one else. He almost shouted, "You’d better not, or I’ll cry!" But Nina assured them not to worry. When the door started asking questions, Lee saw that most of the time, the older boys just answered "No". He immediately decided it would be best to say the same thing.

“Anyone still in diapers?”

“No.”

“Anyone like fighting?”

Alex looked at Harley, but seeing him raise his fist, he didn't dare say anything.

“Any crybaby?”

Lee quickly shouted, “Me no twyingth (I'm not crying)!”

The door mumbled, “There's one speaking a foreign language. I don't understand a thing, but this is not forbidden.” Anyway, after a few more questions, the Door seemed pleased and Lee and the children were let in.
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​Linn’s Vanished Tiara
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Nina wanted nothing more than to run to the Mushroom Houses and check if Joyce was in Candy City today, but she knew she had a lot to teach the boys how to behave in this city. In a flash, Harley was already tugging with another boy for his sword. Nina rushed over and yelled.

“Harley! Stop it! If you fight, the robots will come and get you!”

“Robots? Where? Then I have to fight even harder to see them.”

“You silly! See those dragonflies above our heads? Make no mistake, they’re not dragonflies but robots. They’re everywhere and see everything. Remember the questions asked by that Magic Door (actually the Talking Door was also a robot, Nina called it by that name for convenience, and all the kids later followed suit)? Those are the rules of Candy City that everyone must follow. The robots are always checking to make sure those rules are not broken.”

“Huh, so are we being watched?” Alex muttered.

This guy, on the contrary, didn't enjoy being observed by the compound eyes of the robots hovering above. He acted as if he was here to plot some super-secret plan.

“I didn’t come here to be tailed. But that’s okay, maybe with someone as formidable as me, those little bugs can’t help but be wary. I have a good feeling that I’ll be someone here. A boss, or at least a known character... If only I had a gun, those robots would know what I’m made of.”

Then he raised his hand, pretending to be a pistol, squinted at a golden "dragonfly", and made a "bang bang" sound. Then delightfully, he brought his finger—the "gun barrel"—to his mouth and blew, "Gotcha, dude!"

“That's a line from a cowboy movie, not a robot movie,” Harley interrupted.

“Hey, don’t mix in if you know nothing,” Alex stepped forward, looking provocative.

He grinned with his tooth hole, "Wann’a piece of me?"

Seeing these two guys were about to rush at each other with a menacing air, Nina quickly pushed them away.

“If you two like guns, go tell the robots. There’ll be no end of guns for you to shoot with. Hey, Drago!”

Immediately, the "dragonfly" landed on Nina's palm, replying in a soft voice.

“How can I help you?”

“Woah, this dragonfly can talk, guys,” the boys gathered around, forgetting to fight.

“Give this guy a gun,” Nina said clearly.

The dragonfly blinked its intelligent eyes, and somehow the children felt as if it’d just given a very "dragonfly" smile.

“Then please follow me. Guns are always in stock because many of you have this request.”

“I, uh... erm... how should I say this? I want a pair of black glasses, black gloves, a black jacket, like the... mafia Godfather,” Harley added, spluttering.

The dragonfly tilted its pretty head.

“You’re not old enough to watch such violent movies, I guess.”

“I didn't,” Harley talked back immediately, but his face turned a little red. “That-that was in Mrs. Rozana's son's shooting game. And you know, he's already the best student in the class.”

“Okay then, I'll take you to Lackri House. You can choose any weapon you like there.”

Nina watched the boys follow the small dragonfly buzzing over their heads, gushing excitedly about the weapons they would like to order. Just then, she saw Dan coming toward her. Nina asked him if he wanted to join the other boys picking out guns at Lackri House, but he shook his head.

“I’m not that keen on fighting. And wherever Harley is, he always insists on being the bully. No, I have something better. But tell me, what that Lackri House thing is all about?”

“It’s a liquorice candy factory. Anything black is usually made from liquorice candy.”

“I don't like the smell of it. My parents often buy medicine with that flavour. It’s disgusting.”

“Where's your brother? I thought you were supposed to look after Lee?”

“He's off at the place for the snotty-nosed. Phew, good thing he doesn't keep gluing to me here. I told a drago to take care of him anyway.”

“Oh, so you know about Dragos too?”

“Who in the world is better at machines than me?” Dan boasted. “I can tell at a glance how the entire robot system in Candy City works. Look, besides those flying Dragos for us to command, there are many other robots working in the different houses. The Fondant House has robots that tailor all kinds of clothes, the Caramel House builds machines to orders, and the Condo House specializes in cleaning up and repairing all the breakage and damage. But there are so many houses here, I don't know them all.”

Then, narrowing his eyes, he solemnly raised a hand in front of Nina as if to stop her.

“I know, I know, I’m impressive, aren’t I? No need to revere me like that, although this is still nothing compared to my knowledge. What do school teachers know, teaching only memorizing and trivial stuff? No one recognizes great talents. Put a genius right in front of their noses, they’d still be clueless. This is where great minds shine (he snorted). But I don't have time for your compliments now. There’re more important things for me to do.”

“What’s that?” Nina asked, looking astonished.

“It’s a secret I can’t reveal. Gotta go.”

He said as he walked backwards.

“If you hang out near the Marshmallow House, keep an eye on Lee for me.”

Then he ran off, leaving Nina alone.

***
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“Finally I’m left in peace,” Nina thought happily. “What a fuss the boys made! I wonder if Joyce is here today.”

Nina couldn't wait to know. She ran to the Mushroom Houses. She remembered, last time Joyce's house was a mushroom with a light pink cap. Nina took the house next door, the one with a purple cap, as her own. The furniture inside was the same as before, except Joyce was nowhere to be seen. Where could she find Joyce now? Nina looked around but there were no girls to ask. Just at that moment, a Drago landed on the windowsill. Nina asked if Joyce and the other girls were here today. Drago listened attentively and nodded its cute little head.

“Yes, they just asked me to find you. They are meeting in the castle. Looks like something serious has happened.”

Nina got a little worried. Something serious and upsetting the girls? Or... were the boys stirring up trouble again? Nina began to feel a little regretful for bringing them here. None of them had thanked her yet. They just saw the toys and were all hyped up, calling themselves gangsters, superheroes and all.

Nina walked behind Drago, her mind wondering uneasily what might have happened. The castle was located at the top of a steep slope. Even though it wasn't hot (in Candy City it was never too hot or too cold), Nina's face was red as she reached the top of the stairs.

In the great hall, Nina saw the group of girls gathered. Joyce and Himi were dressed in yellow and white princess costumes. Himi was obviously playing Snow White, even though this plump little girl has dark brown skin and frizzy hair. Around them, a bunch of cleaning robots, made to play dwarfs, were buzzing around hectically. Sitting amid all that fluttering gowns and flowing lace, Linn, her face pinched, was pouting about something. A dwarven robot approached her, explaining something, but Linn didn't seem to cheer up.

“No, I want mine!” she shouted. “It must be in this room. I remember leaving it here.”

Joyce, a serious look on her face, ran over to Nina and pulled her aside, whispering.

“Bad news. Have you seen Linn's tiara?”

“Tiara? What does it look like?” Nina asked.

“No idea, but according to Linn, it’s plastic, pink with lots of diamonds and glitter.”

“I don't know. I didn't play princess last time. But why is it plastic? I thought everything here was made of candy?”

“No, she brought this from home. She loved playing princess so much she brought her own crown with her. But today, it’s nowhere to be found.”

Nina looked over at Linn. The girl was pointing at a gilded toy table, on which laid rings, bracelets, hairpins, and combs, all pearly white or shiny like silver.

“Here, right here. I remember, I was changing from my princess dress to my fairy outfit, so I took off my tiara and put it on this table. This is where I keep my jewelry, that’s why I put it here so I wouldn’t forget. One of you must have stolen it from me. Himi, was it you? Last time you were eyeing my tiara with craving.”

Himi quickly denied.

“Why would I take your crown? I played the mermaid last time. I have plenty of crowns at home. No need to steal from you.”

“That's right,” Joyce cut in. “I remember Himi played Ariel, but the mermaid tail was too tight. She kept squeezing in until the threads burst. Drago had a real hard time fixing it. And mermaids don't wear crowns.”
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