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                                   Chapter One 
    

       Jin lived in a little house with a red tile roof in the hills 

overlooking the sea.  The garden walls were crumbing and 

the plants were neglected, but it had not always been this 

way.  In past years it had been a happy home.  

     Jinôs father had been a sailor when he was young, and 

had explored the Seven Seas.   But in all his travels, he had 

never seen such an exotic place as when his ship arrived at 

the ancient port of Shanghai.  The only thing more 

wonderful than the city had been the lovely young woman 

that he had met there.  The girl had fallen in love with him 

too, and had left family and home, had risked all for their 

love, and returned with him to his homeland.   

     So, they had built the little house somewhat in the 

Chinese style.  Jinôs father had brought back seeds of herbs 

and spices from his wifeôs country that he planted in the 

garden, so that the food they ate tasted more like what she 

was used to.  He planted jasmine flowers there for their tea, 

and to blow into their windows the smell of a distant 

springtime.  

     With her mother there, Jin had grown up in a place that 

seemed to her to be halfway between two worlds.  Even the 

clouds seemed different when they passed over that home: 

more as they appear in old, Oriental pictures. 

      Her father always seemed happy and strong, full of life 

and humor.  What food they could not get from their garden 

and fruit trees, he would get from the sea.  He kept a small 

fishing boat pulled up on the beach below their house. Most 



times he caught more fish than the three of them could eat, 

and so was able to sell the extra fish down at the village 

market.  They were not rich, but they were happy. 

     Her mother would sing songs to her and tell stories of 

wonder and imagination, so that Jin grew up feeling as if 

she were living in a fairy tale from a far-away land.  Maybe 

this was because her mother came from China, which 

always seemed to Jin as if it must be mysterious and grand. 

 

      

      



     One of the songs that Jin remembered was written down 

on a page torn from a book; Jin always wished she could 

see the rest of that book, but her mother told her that it had 

been lost in China.  The words to the song went like this: 

 

Often times Iôve taken walks, 

But never have I seen 

Mermaids singing on the rocks, 

On days the sea is green. 

 

When itôs blue though, I must say, 

I do not see them still, 

But if the sea turns pink one day, 

Why, probably then I will. 

 

     Jin had never seen a mermaid, but then she had never 

seen the sea turn pink either, except sometimes at sunset, 

which she wasnôt sure counted.  In fact, as she got older, 

she began to suspect that mermaids were only make-believe 

anyway. 

     Her best friend, Thomas, didnôt think so, and swore that 

he had sometimes seen them early in the morning when the 

rosy sky was reflected in the water; but he was always 

saying things like that.   

     His family lived almost a mile away in the village, but 

his father sometimes fished with Jinôs.  Thomas was two 

years older than she, so he looked out for her and taught her 

curious things, sort of like a big brother.  Like her mother, 

he had a big imagination together with a childôs faith. 

      They would often play down at the beach while their 

fathers were out fishing.  Somehow, when she was with  



 

Thomas, the world seemed like a different place: more 

alive.  Thomas saw all of nature as if it were human.  The 

rocks held faces and personality, the clouds and trees 

sometimes looked like old men, the sun like a young man 

striding toward them;  Jin saw these faces too when she  

was with her friend   Most of them were funny, some were 

a little frightening, but all made her feel that the world was 

a magical place.  It was exciting just to be alive. 



     Why must innocent childhood end?  For end it did for 

Jin, and far too early.  She would eventually learn the 

answer to this question, and a great deal else besides, as 

will you, if you continue to read this story. 

 

 

 

                             

                              Chapter Two   
 

      Jin was only twelve when her mother died.  She had 

been getting sicker and sicker for many months, like a light 

fading from their lives until finally it fell dark.  The light 

went out of her father too after that.  He started drinking 

more and more rum and spent less and less time looking 

after their home, Jin, and even himself. 

     Jin took to caring for the home, the garden, and even her 

father.  It was too big of a job for a young girl to do.  She 

didnôt have time to play anymore; no one told her stories or 

sang songs.  The magic of the world soon faded away 

completely.  Now she knew that she lived in the real world, 

the practical world, the grownup world.  How can one 

indulge in fairy tales when one is desperately trying to get 

enough to eat?  How could she believe in an enchanted 

world when the mood in her home and her heart was so 

dark?  If she did occasionally see a face in a rock or a tree it 

was now strange and frightening, an omen of some bad 

luck to come.  She didnôt want to see them anymore, so she 

closed the eyes of her imagination. 



    Not long after this, her friend Thomas went away to 

school in the capital city, which was three days journey by 

either land or sea.  While at first he wrote to her, the letters 

got more and more infrequent as he became absorbed in the 

new thoughts and experiences he was discovering at 

school.  As time went by, the letters stopped coming 

altogether.  Her last link to wonder had been severed.  

     One night she dreamed that she was walking in the rain 

and the darkness.  She seemed older, a grown woman, and 

all around her were wild and indistinct shapes.  She was 

going down steep stairs on a mountainside that kept going  

down, and down, so far down.  When she woke up from the 

dream she did not have a feeling of relief, for her waking 

world felt exactly the same. 

      With her father not fishing as much and drinking more, 



they didnôt have enough money to buy even the little that 

they needed, so Jin took to rummaging in the garbage dump 

that was outside of the village.  How sad to see her digging 

through the trash, hoping to find something of enough 

value to clean up and sell for pennies in the village streets. 

     One day at the dump, she saw half of an old rug sticking 

out of a heap of rubbish that was in the midst of a dirty 

puddle of water. It had a decorative red border, inside of 

which was a scene that looked like some far off land from 

an ancient myth.  The scene brought back for a moment her 

motherôs songs, but she quickly locked her heart before the 

emotion could gush up to her throat and eyes. She pulled 

and pulled at the carpet until it finally came loose; but there 

was no splash of it falling into the mud puddle.  To Jinôs 

surprise it just hung in mid-air, a foot or two off the ground.  

     While the first feeling coming up from her heart was the 

excitement that magic might be real after all, her head told 

her to be sensible: this was something of great value that 

would bring them a lot of money.   Jin took hold of the 

carpet and tried to move it toward her; it wouldnôt budge.  

It seemed much more stable and immovable now that it was 

afloat in the air, its own proper element.     

      She pulled at it again, this time with all her strength, 

until finally her feet slipped out from under her and she fell 

back into the mud.  Jin was getting angry.  ñYou stupid old 

carpet,ò she cried. 

      ñI am indeed old,ò spoke the rug faintly, ñbut no one 

has ever been silly enough to call me stupid before.ò  I say 

the carpet spoke, but it would be more accurate to say that 

Jin understood it.  There were no sounds of words coming 

to her ears; rather, they came straight into her heart, much 



as the magi of old listened to the stars.  This was a sign that 

Jinôs heart wasnôt yet completely closed; if it had of been, 

like most adults, she could not have heard the carpet at all. 

     ñWhy wonôt you move?ò said Jin.  She still felt very 

frustrated, not least because a painful part of her was 

opening on the inside. 

 

     

  


