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1. Eating Dates in My Native Village

On Mid-Autumn Festival a few years ago my father
took me to our native village in Hebei province for the first
time! to visit grandpa who was ill.

I do not remember many of the things there now as I
was quite little then. But I keep thinking about the low
house surrounded by a broken wall,and about grandpa’s
lined face.? The only thing that cheered me up was the
strings of dates dancing over the trees around our house.
They looked so lovely and delicious I wanted to eat them.®
Grandpa told me that these trees were ours before but
were now owned by the production team.

Last Spring Festival, father and I returned to our
village again, this time to attend my uncle’s wedding.« My
mother stayed behind® because she was not feeling well.

Somehow the bus seemed faster and the road not so
bumpy this time.® Before I could fully enjoy the trees and
houses along the way we arrived at the county bus station.
Uncle was waiting there. He wore a handsome new suit and
had a new bike beside him. I did not recognize him
until father greeted him.” Uncle put our bags on the
handle bar of his bike and then lifted me onto its rack at
the back. The three of us left the station.

There were large crowds of people on the street®. Food
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stalls were seen and local products were sold everywhere.
The place reminded me of® Dashala, one of the shopping
centers in Beijing. Father said, “I didn’t expect to find
such a big change here in only a few years’ time.” Uncle
replied, ““The new rural policy has certainly done us good.!?®
We’re much better off now.!! Life is thriving in the village.”

They talked as they walked along and we soon arrived
at grandpa’s house. Father was surprised to see the new
gate, the surrounding walls and a new red brick house. He
could not believe his eyes. Uncle laughed and said, “I bet
you wouldn’t have found our home if I hadn’t come with
you.!?” Father nodded.

My grandparents came out to greet us. Grandpa was:
78 but I felt his strength when he lifted me off the bike.
“Are you better now, grandpa?”’ I asked. With a twinkle in
his eyes he said,'® “I’ll live for another twenty years!” His
white beard shook a little as he spoke. He looked younger
and the lines on his forehead seemed fewer too. Grandma
took my hand and we went into the courtyard. Two long-
necked!4 geese were crying loudly and a group of hens
searched for food under a pile of firewood. A big white
cock with a red comb stood on top of the firewood and
looked dewn proudly at us.

Inside, a big table clock was ticking away!®. I also saw
colorful bed sheets and a red lacquer cupboard.!® Every-
thing looked new there. Grandma took out a big jar and
said to me, “Yuanyuan, last time you wanted me to give
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you some dates but I couldn’t. That made me unhappy for
a long time after you left. Now all these date trees have
been returned to us because of the new policy. Last autumn,
I preserved the biggest ones in wine especially for you.” Then
she put some on a plate and said, “Come, child, eat as many
as you want!” They were so delicious and smelled so good,
I wanted to eat them all! Grandma watched me devour-
ing!? them and asked, “How do you like our village?”
Since my mouth was full of dates, I could only nod my head
vigorously.
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2. The Fun They Had'

Margie® even wrote about it that night in her diary.
She wrote:*“17 May, 2155”3, and then this sentence:*“Today
Tom found a real book!”

It was a very old book. Margie’s grandfather once said
that when he was a little boy his grandfather told him
that there was a time when all stories were printed on
paper.*

They turned the pages which were yellow, and it was
very funny to read woirds that stood still®, and didn’t move
as they did on a screen. And then, when they turned back
to the page before, it had the same words on it that had
been there when they read it the first time.®

“Oh,” said Tom, “what a waste.” When you*' finish
reading the book you just throw it away. You can have a
million books on our television screen, and even more.
There is nothing to throw away.”

Tom was thirteen and he had seen a lot of telebooks®,
Margie asked, “Where did you find the book?”’

“In the attic!®,” he said without looking,*! because he
was busy reading.

“What’s it about?”

“School.”

Margie didn’t like the idea. “School? What can be
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interesting about school? I hate school.” Margie always
hated school but now she hated it more than ever. The
mechanical teacher had given her a test and Margie had
done it badly.

“Why did they write books about school?”’ Margie
said. “It’s not interesting.”

“Because it’s not our kind of school,” Tom answered.
“This is the old kind of school that they had hundreds and
hundreds of years ago. Centuries ago.”

“Well, I don’t know what kind of school they had, all
that time ago'%,” Margie said. She read the book over
Tom’s shoulder, then said, “Oh, they had a teacher.”

“Of course, they had a teacher, but it wasn’t a regular
teacher!®. It was a man.”

“A man? How could a man be a teacher?”

“Well, he just told the boys and girls things and gave
them homework and asked them questions.”

“A man isn’t clever enough.” Margie said.

“But he is,”” answered Tom. “My father knows as much
as my teacher.”

“He can’t. A man can’t know as much as a teacher.”

“He knows almost as much.”

Margie said, “I don’t think it’s pleasant to have a
strange man in my house to teach me.”

Tom laughed, “You don’t know much, Margie. The
teacher didn’t live in the house. They had a special building
and all the kids went there.”

3
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“And all the kids learned the same thing?”
“Of course, if they were the same age.”

3

“It’s very strange,” said Margie.

“If you don’t like it,” said Tom angrily, “you don’t
have to read the book.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it,” Margie said quickly.
She wanted to read about those funny schools.

At that moment Margie’s mother called, “Margie!
School !”

Margie looked up. “Not yet, Mamma.”

“Now,” said Mrs Jones. “And it’s probably time for
Tom, too.”

Margie said to Tom, “Can I read the book again with
you after school?”

“Maybe,” he said and went away carrying the old
book under his arm!*.

Margie went into the schoolroom?®. It was right next
to her bedroom, and the mechanical teacher was on!® and
was waiting for her. It was always on at the same time every
day except Saturday and Sunday.

The screen said:*“Today’s arithmetic lesson is on the
addition of proper fractions.!?”

Margie looked at the screen but she was thinking about
the old schools they had when her grandfather’s grandfather
was a little boy. All the kids from the whole neighbourhood
came, laughing and shouting in the schoolyard, sitting
together in the schoolroom, going home together after
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school.!® They learned the same things, so they could help
one another with the homework and talk about it. And the
teachers werc people...

The mechanical teacher was saying on the screen:
“When we add the fractions 4 and 4—"

Margie was thinking how the kids must have loved it
in the old days.!® She was thinking about the fun they had.

Notes
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