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In France they cleared the shelves of butter, in Italy pasta, in Britain it was chicken. In Germany
their hamsterkauf (hoard-buying) was potatoes and pickles; New Yorkers bought out all the beans.
Coronavirus lockdowns set off a wave of stocking-up around the world. Canned food, cleaning
products, flour and macaroni all seemed perfectly sensible items to store, having been told that all
restaurants were now closed and the kids would be at home for every meal indefinitely. On the other
hand, panic buying toilet paper — now the global icon of the pandemic — seemed as mindless as it
was universal.

The tactile routines of home and hearth calm and soothe as we watch the terrible news. We chop
and slowly stir and knead and bake, rethinking, realising how important all the people who take
care of us and feed us are: the nurses and doctors and cleaners and farmers and fruit pickers
and hauliers and forklift drivers and delivery men and supermarket-shelf stackers. It is frightening
and disorienting and sad, but coronavirus is also salutary corrective, a time of re-evaluating. And
we wonder, as much as we can hope right now, what lessons we might take with us when we are
allowed back into the world again.
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Hong Kongers in GuangZhou

Unbeknownst to many Hong Kong citizens, the place “Hong Kong” holds in the hearts of uncountable
Guangzhou and Pearl River Delta region residents far exceeds the sweet benefits of “child delivery”, “milk
powder purchase”, and “self-driving tour”. The 2010 Guangzhou “Weekly Press of Eastern Significant
Individuals” published an article named “60 Reasons Guangzhou Steals Hearts”. The first factor established
was “neighbours Hong Kong, so fresh air can be breathed in every now and then to refresh souls”. On the other
hand, the second reason is even more hilarious: “far from Beijing”. In fact, being “close to Hong Kong” while
“far from Beijing” demonstrates the double perspective of Guangzhou citizens’ political attitude. This does not
convey that the people here do not take politics into account. More precisely, the vast majority perspicuously
apprehend the art of politics, hence endowing them the power to defend the working and living styles they
uphold. On the contrary, ever since the handover, the political and social elites of Hong Kong have been
endlessly emphasising the concept of “country”, promoting values of “this is what the country foresees us to
accomplish” and “we must achieve this for the country”.

Generated from the thoughtless obsession and baseless belief towards “country”, many Hong Kong citizens
mindlessly express their uncontainable pride whenever they discuss business trips to Beijing or Shanghai.
However, when it comes to Guangzhou, a cultural companion sharing the same roots and origins, seldom
do people take pride in setting foot here. Instead, they experience a foreign sensation, or even a wave of
disdain. In the past decade or so, the Hong Kong government, media, and even individuals have been sneakily
replacing the phrase “Provincial Port” with “Guangdong Port”, depicting the intention of steering away from
Guangzhou step by step. The closer the culture and geographical distance, the farther the connection of hearts.
In technical terms, this is all a pitiful result of “information imbalance”.
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| remember Siu-kit as he was when | first met him some time in the 'sixties, though | cannot
remember the precise date or even which year it was.

During the thirty or forty years since that time, the friendship persisted, though we seldom
corresponded, and, when we did, invariably apologised for not having done so sooner; and we saw
each other very rarely. The longest time my wife and | spent in his company was a week when we
stayed in his flat with him in Kowloon. He was always, | think, a gourmet, and wanted to share his
pleasure with us by taking us each day to the restaurants he most favoured, the only exception
being when he invited us into his old home to meet his mother and sister. We met his elder brother
there, too, visiting, | think, from Malaysia and discovered that, amazingly, he had, in his spare time,
read all the twenty-four dynastic histories from end to end — a feat that few academic scholars could
boast about.
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Sunset at Tolo Harbour

This evening, | was enjoying the sunset at the Tolo Harbour on my balcony. The sun set in the west, beautifully. |
took a picture of it and shared it with my writing-pal. He is in Sheung Shui. Seeing the afterglow, he also shared
with me the rainbowish clouds at dusk, that he captured himself.

| have changed a few words in the poem written by Li Shangyin, a famous Chinese poet. “Sunset is infinitely
good, no matter how near is the dusk.”. | made “but then” into “no matter”. My writing-pal replied, “The prettiest,
is the dusk.”

Staying in Hong Kong, we are free for the entire day, but we don’t have much space to move around. At home,
the only thing you could do is to look at the sunrise at dawn, and look at the sunset at dusk. If you need to head
outside, first and foremost, put on a mask. When you return, sterilize you clothing. Among friends, we can only
share out experiences with one another through messaging. | see the morning sunshine, so are my friends,
we all wake up early to exercise. Afternoon tea time, it is not for anything but simply reading and watching TV
dramas. In the evening, put on a mask and have a walk outdoors.

Seeing the sunset at the Tolo Harbour, should be the same as seeing it in Hong Kong Island, Kowloon, New
Territories, or just anywhere else. | could not agree more with my writing-pal, “We still have to live our lives. We
have to stay optimistic and live longer than COVID-19!”
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Covid deaths made us aware of our mortality. Here's why that's a good thing.

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought into stark relief one of the great certainties of life: death. As news reports
relate the daily death toll — which, when aggregated, exceeds that of 9/11, the Vietnham War and even World
War Il combined — the reality of our mortality has pierced the consciousness of our society. With vaccines
available, there is now hope that the end is in sight for the pandemic. But as we begin to look forward, we carry
with us a heightened awareness that we remain mortal.

As a practicing psychologist, | deal with patients who at times must address mortality directly, usually when
struggling with a medical diagnosis or the death of a loved one. More often though, references are made
indirectly through unconscious and superstitious behavior (the wooden windowsill in my office is rapped
frequently as people discuss deep-seated fears). But the pandemic made mortality an explicit theme in most of
my sessions for the past year. And that's a good thing.

Accepting our mortality can be positive because it allows us to consider what really matters in life and motivates
us to act on our values. A common denominator has been my patients’ overwhelming desire for deeper
connections. They've had less interest in having 1,000 Facebook friends and more interest in feeling known
by a few select people. That was informed by a recognition that time is limited and not to be wasted — an
awareness that needs to outlast the pandemic if we want to maintain some of the gains we’ve made.
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When | was teaching at one of the schools of the Chongging Central University back in the 1940s, | translated
“Rulin Waishi” and “The True Story of Ah Q" during my leisure time.

At that time, Liang Shigiu was in charge of the National Editorial and Translation Committee. In the past, the
committee mainly focused on translating from English to Chinese, and it was Liang’s wish to develop in a new
area-- to translate classical Chinese works into English and introduce them to the west. Hence, he hired me and
Dai Naiyi to work for him.

Later, during the times when | was working at the Foreign Languages Publishing House, after | finished
translating “Odyssey”, they asked me to translate “A Dream of the Red Mansions”, saying that it was my
responsibility as a member of the publishing house. | was a little reluctant to do so, as | do not enjoy reading
“A Dream of the Red Mansions”. | tried to read it when | was little, but gave up when | was not even halfway
through. But since | was working at the publishing house then, | did whatever they said, as | was only there to
earn myself a living.

Not long after | have started translating, | met a British friend, a Chinese studies expert called Fox. He told me
that he has been translating “A Dream of the Red Mansions” for two years already. His version of the translation
was titled “The Story of the Stone”, so in order to differentiate mine from his, | used “A Dream of the Red
Mansions” as my title.

| would not call myself a translator-- instead | would call my lover one. | always hand her my initial drafts and
she would polish them. She spent more effort on them than me. | never wanted to be a translator, not even until
now. If | can choose, after | graduated from university and came back to China, | would rather study ancient
Chinese history.
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