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I owe a debt of gratitude to Molly and Xuanhai Li of the
Zhanjiang Ocean University who first invited me to come to China
to teach, and the President and staff of the Cunzin College cam-
pus, who made my stay both comfortable and rewarding; Barbara
Kieser, a Canadian teacher at the ZOU, who always had the pa-
tience to read my stories or hear me read them and encouraged
me on; Joan Lee, an excellent teacher and human being and her
husband Zhang Weixiong, who not only became my best friends in
China but also helped me whenever [ needed any help, and they
did so without any questions; Liu Jier (Jill) of the Cunzin College
campus of the ZOU, who painstakingly dug out information on the
different English Language publishers in China and translated the
information; the staff and students of Junior Oxford Bilingual
School in Dongguan, Guangdong Province; He Xunwen
(Harriet), my editor, who cajoled me and inspired me and then
published me and Xu Junnong (Daniel), not merely a friend but
an institution in He Fei; Mr. Chen, Miss Wang and Ms. Wu along
with the staff of Hefei Union University; and above all, all my
students in China, at the schools, colleges and universities, who
not only shared the most intimate details about their own lives and
inspired me to write on but also became friends.

[ must also acknowledge my gratitude to my family members,
who let me go far away from home, to fulfill a writer’s urge to
travel, experience and then express.
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When my stories first began appearing in the magazine,
Overseas English, my readers and students would often ask me if
the stories were true. I really did not know what to answer them
because, to say they were or were not, would both have been off
the mark, and perhaps “untrue”. Truth, is sometimes, so subtle.
Is it wise to characterise one’s experiences only as truth, to the
exclusion of others? [ wonder. Or is truth only what we collectively
experience, sometimes within the limitation of our senses? The
best and most honest answer that I can give to the question
whether the stories are true, is “maybe”.

In the little time that [ have spent in this ancient land that is
fast embracing modern life, I have often been amazed at the ease
and comfort with which both, the ancient and the modern, seem
to co-exist, sometimes in each other’s very shadow. At another
level, its people seem to be both very simple and sophisticated,
and sometimes one needs to merely scratch the surface, to see
glimpses of the other. Therefore, for me to say, or even think
that I understand this nation, would be a gross exaggeration. All
can say is that | am experiencing China, at least at this moment as
I write these words, and would love to do so for a long time to
come, circumstances permitting.

Working in China, as a writer and teacher, has been an
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immensely rewarding experience, though not financially, unfor-
tunately. But life has an agenda of its own, and financial realities
must sometimes be relegated to the background. Otherwise, life
can become a drudgery. I have enjoyed complete freedom of
thought, word and action and nowhere at anytime has anyone
interfered with my freedom, which is something that I hold dear
and sacrosanct.

If the stories in this collection help some readers to reflect and
work towards finding the elusive thing called truth, my work will be
vindicated.
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Hai Xia was barely' five when her mother passed away®. Like all
children, Hai Xia loved her mother deeply and depended® on her to-
tally for guidance®, help and love. She could not understand why her
mother had to go away so completely, never to come back, her little
mind unable to comprehend® the finality® of death, a going that was so
permanent’. Her friends and companions® also had mothers who would
go, but they would come back soon, unlike her mother. She waited
hopefully’®, at first, for her mother’s return and then with less and less
certainty'®. She did not have any brothers or sisters with whom she
could talk about her mother and the possibility'' of her return. Some
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of her friends would tell her that sometimes there is a sleep from which
one can never get up, no matter how much you shake'? the sleeping
person, or call to him, or throw water on him and then they would
take the sleeping person away and bury him. She would listen quietly
to those friends with growing fear and uncertainty and then she would
run away home and shed™ copious™ tears, holding her favourite doll,
that her mother had given her, for comfort.

Days passed into weeks and then into months but Hai Xia’s
mother did not return. Her father was mostly busy and though he tried
to explain about her mother and comfort her, Hai Xia could not un-
derstand her father. And then one day her father announced® to her
that her mother would come, only she would look different from her
old mother. She would be her new mother. But, Hai Xia wanted a
mother, her own mother, and she hoped it would be the same mother
that she knew and loved so well.

When the new mother came she looked different in many ways.
Most of all, the new mother would not do all those things that her old
mother used to do and though she would talk and hold her sometimes,
it felt different. Hai Xia tried to forget her mother, the old mother,
but she would often come to her when she slept and say nice things to
her and sometimes hold her at her breast, too. That really comforted
Hai Xia and she would ask her new mother if she could not become
her old self again. Finally, one day when the new mother had been
through a fight'® with her husband and was in a terrible mood'’, she let
Hai Xja know in no uncertain terms, that she was not the same
mother, that she was only her stepmother'® and that her mother had
gone forever and ever. Hai Xia was broken-hearted and locked herself
in her room, holding her doll for comfort. That evening there was a
terrible row’ between Hai Xia’s father and her stepmother and things
became strained® in the little family.
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A few days later things became a little more normal on their
own. Hai Xia’s father and stepmother needed one another for all kinds
of reasons and they were able to resolve® their differences. Hai Xia,
however, began to grow distant from her stepmother and that in turn,
led her farther away from her own father, too. She was becoming a
little island in the small family and her father slowly began to see
things her stepmother’s way.

Hai Xia’s mother thought it would be better both for herself and
her stepdaughter if she were sent away to a boarding school”. Per-
haps, Hai Xia would make new friends and that would help her to
forget her mother. She would have more privacy®® at home with her
husband and they would be able to do all those things together that
they could not, with Hai Xia always in their midst. Moreover, her
husband would be able to focus more of his time and energy on her.
She began slowly hinting® to her husband that Hai Xia needed better
education and that the environment in a boarding school would be
good for her. She even told him that she knew of a school that would
be perfect for Hai Xia. Her father was reluctant®, at first, but fol-
lowing his wife’s repeated assertions® he agreed to send her away. His
only condition was that the school had to be near where they lived so
that he could visit her whenever the need arose.

‘When her father told Hai Xia about their decision, she did not
agree and clung to®” her father, pleading with*® him not to send her
away. But Hai Xia, soon realized that her father was firm and she
became even more withdrawn® than before. She rarely played with
her friends or companions and spent most of her time in her room,
clinging to her doll. Barely seven, it was soon time for another
parting for little Hai Xia, this time from her father and her new

mother.

On the day of her departure, Hai Xia’s things were packed and



