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Preface

Over the years, upon learning that I actually began my
writing career freelancing in English, my second language,
writing feature stories and guest columns for local newspa-—
pers, and that later I also wrote a magazine column in Eng-
lish, a number of people have expressed interest in perusing
some of my columns. While flattered by these requests, 1
soon found the logistics daunting. How do you choose a—
mong your own works? Then there was the time and effort
spent in getting the pieces copied and sent off. It was at a
copy center saturated with the acrid smell of toner, that I
began thinking wistfully about publishing a collection of
these columns. But there was always another piece I had to

write.
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The vast majority of my proses in English were written
for my column Between Tears and Laughter in the English
language quarterly Chinese American Forum (CAF). When a
move to California and the resultant change of daily sched—
ule precluded my continuing the column, it seemed a good
time to gather all the erstwhile pieces into a single volume.
Still, several years went by before I grew sufficiently deter—
mined to put aside some time for the job.

In doing so, I have decided to include their Chinese
counterparts. It may surprise some of my readers that each
of these pieces has a Chinese version. I would like to make
the claim that I recycle my topics for environmental reasons,
but the truth is that it isn’t always easy to come up with a
subject that can motivate me to suffer the agony of the writ—
ing process. Once this painful price is paid, the temptation
to make the most of it by using the topic again can be over-
powering.

Sometimes I would write an English piece from one of
my Chinese essays, sometimes the other way around. The
English version and its Chinese “twin” were almost never
produced simultaneously or even consecutively.

Calling these bilingual efforts twins, of course, is rather
loose usage, and not simply for reasons of the time lag.
Since readers of different languages and cultures possess

different perceptions, knowledge, and experiences, 1 prefer



not to translate my own work, but to write directly for each
set of readers, with suitable nuances and background mate—
rial.

Moreover, translation is a notoriously difficult and re-
strictive undertaking, and some humorous passages, espe—
cially those involving puns, tend to lose their punch if not
their meaning in making the transition from one language to
the other. Not being one to gravitate toward the direction of
the most resistance, I have generally taken a rather liberal
approach. If I can use the same material in a different lan—
guage, fine; if not, I’ll do something else.

For those of you who are bilingual and so inclined, it
may be interesting to compare the two versions as much for
what is said and how it is said as for what is omitted or
added. Sometimes even the titles are different. The Chinese
version, not being bound by the confines of a column, is
usually longer, fuller, while the English version, because of
the limitations of space, tend to be lean and mean, accord-
ing to one congnoscente.

Since I began writing in Chinese in earnest in the mid
1980’s, I have published six books with two more in the
pipeline. The books encompass nearly 250 pieces, mainly
literary essays in a humorous vein, more than a handful
short stories, and one novella. The 14 essays in English col-

lected in this book represent a mere six percent of my total
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output during this time, indicating less my lack of interest
than a dearth of suitable markets for literary essays in Eng-
lish and a lack of energy on my part to pursue those'mar—
kets.

It may be interesting to note here that, when the former
CAF President and Managing Editor Dr. S. Yen Lee first
invited me to write a column for his publication, he went so
far as to enclose in his letter a clipping of Art Buchwald’s
syndicated column from the Washington Post, to underscore
his expressed wish of my assuming the lofty position of be—
ing CAF’s Art Buchwald.

I have no idea to what extent I fulfilled Dr. Lee’s ex—
pectations. Since CAF is a forum for Chinese Americans, it
is understandably more of an issue-oriented than a general-
interest magazine, and Buchwald is indeed both a humorist
and a political columnist. But I happen to be more interest—
ed in humor than political issues, and humor, much like
fingerprints or DNA, is impossible to emulate.

Despite my feeling at the time that, if it came to a
choice between humor and issues, Dr. Lee and his editorial
board would probably have favored the latter, I managed to
sneak in quite a few columns that speak to no issues, in the
hope of achieving my own mix of humor and issues, thereby
leavening the serious content of the magazine.

Rereading these 14 odd essays—an additional three
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that are more issue oriented had to be excised because their

Chinese counterparts could not be used for copyright rea—
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sons——in the process of putting together this book, I was
surprised to find that although I did not always write about
issues, I did speak with a consistent voice, that of a person
looking at life through the prism of two rather divergent cul-
tures.

Having spent my formative years in China, I was in—
stilled with certain indelible cultural traits. Yet, inhabiting
in a previously foreign culture for more than four decades
also has left a rather strong imprint. While the experience
has given me new insight into my native culture, my her-
itage immevsion has enabled me to look at my adopted soci-
ety from a different perspective and to choose, to a large ex—
tent, the level and arena of my assimilation. When the
choices were difficult, when I seemed to be caught in the
worst of both worlds, they offered the benefit of making me
think.

Living most of one’s life in an adopted country can be
lonely; writing has become my means of reaching out. It is
perhaps inevitable that my prose, whether in English or Chi-
nese, tend to reflect a personal eclectic mix of the two cul-
tures, as well as my inclination to poke fun at life and my
own foibles.

Last but not least, I would like to take the opportunity
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