
Question: 
 
Dear Ms. Chai, 
I am a high school student writing about you and your story Saving Sourdi for 
my English paper. I'm talking about the generational conflicts between traditional 
roles of women and non-traditional. I was wondering if you could help me 
understand Nea's point of view because she does not seem to value the cultural 
view of women's roles like her mother and sister do, although I'm not entirely 
sure why. Thank you so much for your time and for a great short story! 
 
~S***** 
 
Reply 
 
Dear S*****, 
Thanks for your email. When you think about the character of Nea, remember 
that she is years younger than Sourdi and of course their mother. She has 
almost no memories of Cambodia. Most of her life and her memories have been 
shaped by America and her schooling here. Think about how growing up in 
America would give her different views of what a woman's role is. 
 
Also, her sense of possibilities are greater as her English is quite fluent. Her older 
sister will always have an accent and feels insecure about this. Whereas Nea 
thinks her sister's voice is beautiful, think about how accents are often mocked in 
America. 
 
Also consider the traumatic memories of war and suffering that Sourdi has but 
that Nea does not. Perhaps a family of her own represents a kind of security for 
Sourdi and not just a "traditional" role for a woman. 
 
There is also the issue of individual personalities. Even if everyone in the story 
had been born and raised in America, many people choose different paths for 
themselves. Some people marry in high school or straight out of high school. 
Others do not. This is true for people of all ethnicities. 
 
Finally, while Ma may seem to be following "traditional" roles for women, she is 
in fact a single working mother raising five children on her own. This is not 
traditional to Cambodian culture; this is a consequence of her status as a war 
refugee. She has lost everything but her children in the war. Finding a relatively 
wealthy husband for her daughter may not be a consequence of her "traditional 
cultural values" but may be a form of pragmatism borne from her present 
situation as being very poor in America. She may be thinking marriage to a 
stable man with money is a safer fate for her daughter than to fall in love with a 
poor boy like Duke who may be kind but may not have much of a secure future 



in Ma's eyes. 
 
I think if you look at it from these different points of view, the choices the 
characters make are not simply ones of "traditional" v. "non-traditional" roles of 
women but correspond to the different personalities and perspectives of each of 
the characters. 
 
Hope this helps! Good luck with your paper! 
Sincerely, 
May-lee Chai 
 
Question: 
 
oh sorry, I meant to include this in the last e-mail. Did you pick the name Nea 
because it comes from the Latin for "new"? 
 
Reply: 
 
Actually, I picked *Nea* because it comes from the Cambodian (Khmer) name 
*Neary,* which means *gentle girl.* Nea is in some ways quite the opposite of 
gentle, but I feel her spirit is kind and circumstances have forced her to be a 
fighter. But I like how Nea works in other languages. Your Latin reading of her 
name is quite clever and works well for her American life! 
Good luck on your homework! 
May-lee Chai 
 
Another reader:  
 
Ms. Chai:  
My name is _______. I am a Peruvian citizen making a career in the United 
States. I am a sophomere student and I’m taking English composition II , and as 
my final essay I decided to write about your story " Saving Sourdi". Would you 
mind giving me some tips about it? … 

I have a big brother that raised me like a son because my parents were 
always working, so I pretty much understand the relationship between brothers 
that grow up together and have a strong realtionship. When my brother grew 
up, I was still a 12-year-old kid and I felt betrayed when he did not play with me 
anymore. When I read the story, I remember my relationship with my brother 
and I felt a kind of sadness. My brother told me once that I have to remember 
with happiness because the memories would always be in my heart.  

 
P.S. I really love your story, thanks for reviving my happy memories. It touched 
my heart...  
 



QUESTIONS: 
 
I think that the story is about the bond between the two girls, and how Nea is 
jealous and selfish of her sister. I mean she loves her, but she doesn’t 
understand what is happening to Sourdi. The little sister feels betrayed by her 
sister, but in her inexperience she is worrying about her older sister.  
My question is if I am in the right track? Or am I totally lost?  
Please write me back.  
 
 
MY RESPONSE: 
 
Hi!  
  
Thanks for your question.  
  
Actually, I think your analysis is very good. For me the core of the story is indeed 
the relationship between the two sisters, Nea and Sourdi. Nea loves Sourdi very 
much and, in my opinion, is genuinely concerned about her sister's well-being. 
Because neither Ma nor Sourdi will discuss their true feelings with Nea, Nea has 
come to assume the worst about Sourdi's relationship with her husband.  
  
Whether this is out of a kind of selfishness and jealousy is for you to decide. I 
think Nea has many complex emotions and some of her emotions are based are 
unselfish reasons, some are based on her own personal need for her sister.  
  
I deliberately wrote the story in such a way so that Sourdi's situation is 
ambiguous. It is impossible to know if she is in danger or not when Nea receives 
her phone call.  
  
I want the reader to have to think about the complex relationship between the 
two sisters. In this way, I wanted their individual personalities to be at the center 
of the plot.  
  
I hope this helps.  
  
Thanks for writing!  
May-lee Chai  
 


