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Preface (I) text / Nicholas Wong

translation / Kate Costello

Every year in my English language creative writing class, | make a request
of my students: look inward and find the person, point in time, conversation or
event that torments you and makes you uncomfortable and start writing from
there. Frankly, this is a masochistic process, but the result is always better than
a completely painless one. I believe all poets have similar requirements for
themselves, and that laying bare this torment to the outside world allows us to

understand ourselves and our creations.

At the end of 2020 I received an invitation from a friend to make a
bilingual essay anthology about writing in difficult times, and right away I felt
consumed with self-doubt. As a Hong Kong poet who writes in English, could 1
edit a Chinese book? I thought about it for a long time and decided to downplay
the term “editor” and instead view myself as a collector of difficulties. Another
doubt was what kind of value this book would have on the market: weren't the
times hard enough already? Who would think that they weren't experiencing
enough hardship'in their own life and use their free time to understand the
difficulties of some Hong Kong writers? So, [ want to say thanks to all the
readers who have picked this book up and brought it home, thank you for
finding some room in your already heavy head to support some young writers.
Somie of them live in Hong Kong, some of them have moved to Hong Kong
and some have left Hong Kong to study and live in other places. Even though
their backgrounds are different, their words tell us what writing means to them.
[ am grateful to all the writers for trying to record their greatest challenges with
no holds barred.

The works by the eleven authors all have different themes, and I don’t want
to introduce them one by one, to make a selection or to create an impression
that some authors’ difficulties are more important than others’. Personal
difficulties (whether they are related to family, physical space, adjusting oneself,
society, sexual orientation, the economy, etc.) are all equal in the face of the
world’s collapse. The eleven texts present extremely attractive approaches to
difficulty, from light humor to imitating self-talk. Some are fragmented prose
poems, and some are more like psychological reflections: When we want each
day to be a bit better, how do we use a voice that is closest to our own to record

the worst times? This is something that every writer has to think about.

Finally, I want to thank my co-editor for this anthology, Li Mei Ting,
who compensates for my many shortcomings, along with our three translators
Mary King Bradley, Kate Costello, and Ernest Ip, who completed the project
with me in a time when I lost the GPS both in my life and my writing. After the
completion of this anthology, I don't believe our problems will have gone away
or that our days will suddenly get better, but I will have focused on finding
common space between the lines, and eleven pieces of writing about difficult

times will be safe and sound on my bookshelf.
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Preface (ll) text / Li Mei Ting

translation / Kate Costello

Last year, [ substituted on my friend S’s online radio program. At the most
difficult time, I retreated into an interest considered by others to be a waste of
time: popular culture and music. On Hong Kong's Viu TV (King Maker I11), in
a burst of fin-de-siécle decadence, breakthrough singer Manson Cheung’s new
song “Incurable Romantic” asked Hong Kongers: “If life was your lover, what
kind of love would you have?” While the whole world has been robbed of two
years (or more) by the pandemic, this question makes us feel an incurable fin-

de-siécle romance.

Fin-de-siécle is a word that is entwined with Hong Kong. During the 1997
political handover, Hong Kong was enveloped in a fin-de-si¢cle atmosphere.
Two worlds: one extravagant and the other in ruins. Decadent artist’s revelries
are often extremely sorrowful and indignant. “Starry is the Night” by Tat Ming
Pair uses psychedelic notes to ask the way forward in the coastal neon light
of Victoria City, wlere even Eileen Chang once got lost. It's both sad and
beautiful. And, of course, we can't forget Ann Hui's version of “Starry is the

Night,” today [ understand Poon Chung Lung's sigh of regret more than ever.

Twenty years later, the starry nights still shine over people in difficult times

on the island.

The works in the collection have been arranged by my reading experience
and Nicholas Wong's: a group of Hong Kong writers, in different parts of the

world, still face similar challenges. We have set this order so that the pieces

speak to each other: they respond and converse. A meme once spread online
mocking how 2020 and 2021 were stolen from us by the virus. Just as Yin Lo
has said, we have had two years of life talking to ourselves (and taking care of
ourselves). During lockdown, we were both close and far from other people.
Trapped in the same place, people needed to have conversations that many
didn’t want to have. But conversation is always hard, Page Fung sighs while
writing. Since writing uses language to approach the human condition, dialogue
is necessary. In such depressing times, however, who can guarantee that they
will converse well with others? Maybe like Pamela Wong, we need to have a

dialogue with ourselves.

Speaking of dialogue, the word itself has frequently been misused. In many
circumstances, dialogue is no more than-a one-sided declaration, speech that
isn't easily accepted. In Cheung Yan Yi's estate, people live in narrow spaces and
conversations with those we brush past are few and far between. Language that
is incapable of communicating is nonsense. Language that doesn’t have a place
to land is worthless; people gradually stop talking. For survivors of this silent
life, their “new life” is like a “misaligned gear... unable to keep turning,” just as
Leung Lee Chi has written. The problem is, in this static year, memory becomes
hazy. Time sometimes extends and sometimes compresses, concentrating on
writing is like a war of attrition. Collier Nogues thinks about the time in life that
remains for thinking and writing. Writing isn't easy, especially these days, when
humanity is magnified. Tang Siu Wa writes about transition and huge changes in
the environment when the past field of literary publications became the current
whispered words of internet celebrities. When the environment changes and

people are at a loss, there are great changes in our nature as well.

If we say that we see more humanity in difficult times, then maybe we

can understand why Tomaz Wong thinks the narrow road ahead is so difficult.
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But, with any narrow road, there are still people walking on it. Ysabelle Cheung
counts as one of the women among us who has experienced hardship, including
from herself. She still thinks about how to take the next step, just as Karen
Cheung returns from the public world to her own, facing her own limits head
on. Speaking of limits is cruel. Angus Lee simply considers limits as fables. The
ancestors of snakes lived in caves, and so did humans. Our ancient selves took
the reflections in a cave as reality, and our current selves similarly take split
screen livestreams as reality: we are our own greatest hindrances, challenges

never are.

Thank you to Nicholas Wong for participating in this project with me.
When Spicy Fish published the Chinese translation of his poems, he asked me
during our revisions and discussions why I was interested in his poetry. I said
reading a good poetry collection is something to celebrate. This publication is
too. Writing is always something to celebrate. It's always delightful working
with Nic, and I learned a lot from his acuity and thinking. Thank you to our
publisher Cart Noodle Press for publishing this writing about difficult times.
Thank you to our three translators: Mary King Bradley, Kate Costello, and
Ernest Ip. Thanks to them, writing about difficult times in different languages by
these eleven authors can be in conversation. Thank you to our book designer
Zac Choy for making this anthology look so beautiful. Just like Nicholas
said, writing and compiling a book won’t put an end to the difficult times, and
sometimes it can even add to our troubles. This might be a position that we can

hold onto.

So, remember to keep us company.





