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Things were looking bleak but a
chance meeting with a stranger
helped Ms Jaycie Tay, who was
twice incarcerated and dropped
out of school, defy the odds to
achieve a diploma. And the 32-
year-old twice-divorced mother of
four is now gunning for a degree,
as well as a brighter future.

It was late 2013 and Ms Tay had at-
tended a course funded by the Gov-
ernment and a halfway house earli-
er in the day. She was training to be
a florist.

Ms Tay, who was on the last leg
of her 18-month sentence for drug
offences, was waiting for a bus in
Yishun to return to halfway house
The Turning Point when she met
Mr John Shu, a now 50-year-old
mechanic. He had to take a bus that
day as his motorcycle was in the
workshop. The pair started talking
and soon struck up a friendship.

She began to confide in Mr Shu,
who is married with a 22-year-old
daughter in polytechnic and a
19-year-old son working as a chef.

She shared her life story and her
desire to pursue a diploma to give
her children a better future. She
had worked as a waitress and a re-
tail assistant, among other jobs, but
they paid less than $2,000 a month.

She said her parents, who are di-
vorced, were not supportive of her
plans to upgrade herself. And she
did not have the $5,000 needed for
the course fees.

Besides, she was getting treat-
ment for depression then and the
people around her felt she could
not cope with handling a messy di-
vorce, caring for her children and
going back to school all at once.

Mr Shu said: “Her wish to get an
education is a good thing. And
since her family is not supporting
her and no one supports her, I

thought I would support her and
give her a way out.”

Mr Shu, who earns just over
$2,000 a month, gave her about
$6,000 to pay for her diploma and
other expenses. This was a few
months into their friendship. He
said he and his wife, who works as a

hawker, can get by on their income.
Ms Tay began her studies shortly

after her release in 2014 and graduat-
ed with a diploma in marketing man-
agement from Kaplan Higher Educa-
tion Institute eight months later.

Hitting the books was a huge
change for a girl who was intro-

duced to drugs by her friends as a
teenager. She was only 18 when she
was jailed for one year for drug of-
fences. When she became a mother
at the age of 20, she quit drugs.

But she returned to drugs to
escape from her woes when her
first marriage broke down. She has

two children from that union, a
12-year-old daughter and a
10-year-old son. Her first husband
has custody of them.

Her second husband was also a
drug abuser and they were arrested
at the same time for drug offences.

About four years ago, the couple

was jailed and their daughter, only a
baby at the time, was left in the care
of her in-laws. The girl is now five.

Ms Tay’s second sentence, served
at the Drug Rehabilitation Centre at
Changi Women’s Prison, “shook”
her up. “I saw how the other drug ad-
dicts ended up with nothing. Their

children did not want them; they
had no house and no money. I did
not want to be like them.”

Behind bars, an inmate encour-
aged her to further her studies. And
with Mr Shu’s help, she became a di-
ploma holder.

His help did not end there. While
studying for her diploma, she found
herself unexpectedly pregnant with
her fourth child – with her second
husband. Their marriage was on the
rocks. She wanted a divorce and
was worried about her finances.

Mr Shu said: “I encouraged her
not to abort as the baby is innocent.
I told her that if she can’t afford to
raise the child, I will help her. I will
help her all the way.”

Ms Tay said Mr Shu paid for her
visits to the gynaecologist and even
cooked for her when she was recu-
perating from the childbirth during
her confinement month.

“He never asked for his money
back or for anything in return,” she
said. “Others have made unpleas-
ant remarks (implying we are hav-

ing an affair) but we are clean.”
Ms Tay, who is working as an ad-

ministrative assistant, said she has
offered to repay part of the sums
that he gave her, but he has declined.
She declined to reveal her pay.

“He has helped many people, not
only me... Some (of his friends)
have taken advantage of him.”

Mr Shu, a primary school gradu-
ate, said in a mix of Mandarin and
Hokkien: “Why should I calculate
so much about helping others? I
already have one foot in the grave
and if I need help in the future, oth-
ers would help me.”

He said he is just glad that she
managed to get her life back on
track, adding: “I see Jaycie as a fami-
ly member, like my younger sister.”

Last month, Ms Tay started a part-
time course – Bachelor of Business
Studies in Management – at Kaplan.
The degree is awarded by University
College Dublin. She won a bursary
from the Yellow Ribbon Fund Star
Bursary to pursue the degree. She
said the fees cost over $20,000.

“I never thought a stranger (who
became a friend) would help me so
much. I hope that by sharing my sto-
ry, other former offenders can also
feel there is hope in life,” she said.
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Stories of uneasy relationships
with one’s homeland won major
prizes at last night’s Silver Screen
Awards organised by the Singa-
pore International Film Festival.

Clinching two awards was Bang-
ladeshi film Live From Dhaka,
which won for Best Performance
and Best Director in the Asian Fea-
ture Film Competition.

It is director Abdullah Moham-
mad Saad’s debut feature film,
about a partially handicapped man
who lives his life in anguish while
plotting ways to leave Dhaka, the
capital of Bangladesh.

Also in the Asian Feature Film
Competition, White Sun by Nepali
director Deepak Rauniyar won
Best Film. The 87-minute film tells
the story of a Maoist guerilla who
returns home to bury his father,
and his struggle to reconcile with
his wife.

Held at Marina Bay Sands, the Sil-

ver Screen Awards honours excel-
lence in film-making in Singapore
and the region.

Singaporean filmmaker Liao
Jiekai, 32, won Best Director in the
South-east Asian Short Film Com-
petition. Cinemovement, a group
of dance and film artists, ap-
proached him to collaborate on
the evocative dance-inspired
12-minute film The Mist. The work
features two women who recollect
sounds and images from places in
their shared memories.

Another winner in the same com-
petition category was Singapo-
rean filmmaker Chiang Wei Liang,
29, who received the Best Singa-
pore Short Film award for Anchor-
age Prohibited, which features
two migrant workers in Taiwan
with a child and no money, and
their quest to get employed.

The Best South-east Asian Short
Film award went to Indonesian
film In The Year Of Monkey by
Wregas Bhanuteja. In the
16-minute film, protagonist Diah is

desperate for money and seeks
help from her friend Jarwo by sell-
ing a matchstick for 10,000 rupiah.

Two veterans in Asian cinema
were also lauded at the ceremony.

Hong Kong film director Fruit
Chan, 57, received the Honorary
Award, which recognises individu-
als who have made exceptional
and enduring contributions to
Asian cinema.

Hong Kong actor Simon Yam, 61,
got the Cinema Legend Award, for
Asian actors and their outstanding
achievements in bringing Asia’s
story to life on screen.

He said in a mix of English and
Mandarin: “With this legend
award I cannot retire, and I won’t. I
will continue making movies for
my daughter who is almost 12
years old. I’ve done many movies
with police, and gangsters, which
are not very suitable for her. I want
to do more light-hearted comedies
for her.”
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The Yellow Ribbon Fund Star
(Skills Training Assistance to
Re-start) Bursary was launched
in 2010 to assist financially
needy former offenders in voca-
tional and skills training, to help
them find jobs.

The bursary covers up to 100
per cent of the course fees for di-
ploma and degree programmes.

Since it was launched, 128 stu-
dents have been on the bursary
scheme and 52 have graduated.

The graduates include one who

earned a diploma in banking and
finance services from Nanyang
Polytechnic and another who at-
tained a diploma in culinary skills
from Shatec.

The bursary is open to all
former offenders who have been
accepted by any educational insti-
tution in Singapore. It is dis-
bursed by the Yellow Ribbon
Fund, a charitable fund that helps
offenders and their families.
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A chance meeting with Mr Shu at a
Yishun bus stop in late 2013 led to
Ms Tay achieving her diploma, and
she is now gunning for a degree.
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Hong Kong actor Simon Yam was given the Cinema Legend Award last night. PHOTO: TIFFANY GOH FOR THE SUNDAY TIMES

Skills-training bursary for ex-offenders

Help from a stranger turns her life around
Twice-divorced mother with troubled past
gets support for studies from good Samaritan

THERE IS HOPE IN LIFE

He never asked for his
moneyback or for anything
in return... I never thought
a stranger (who became a
friend) would help me so
much. I hope that by
sharing my story, other
former offenders can also
feel there is hope in life.

’’MSJAYCIE TAY, a 32-year-old
twice-divorcedmother of four,
on herbenefactor John Shu.

NO NEED TO BE CALCULATING

Why should I calculate so
much about helping
others? I already have
onefoot in the grave
and if I need help in the
future, others would help
me... I see Jaycie as a
family member, like my
younger sister.

’’MR JOHNSHU, a 50-year-old mechanic.
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