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All the characters in this book are
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April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory with desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain.

The Wasteland, T. S. ErLioT
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I

EarLy in the morning one summer’s day, Ah Yee stood on
the second-story veranda of the Kim family house, wringing
washing into the garden, which she strung through bamboo
sticks and raised like flagpoles to dry in the sun. She raised flag
after flag of wide black cotton trousers, straight white cotton
jackets, baby clothes, dish rags, and face towels, and they flut-
tered gently in the breeze and bedecked the house like a celebra-
tion of her hard-working spirit.

When she finished doing this, she put her red hands over
the banister and leaned out, her long, ugly face jutting from
the eaves like a gargoyle, and peered anxiously down the road
for signs of the family’s return. Almost everyone in the Kim
family had gone to meet Chuli this morming—she was arriving
on the steamer from Shanghai for her first visit to her maiden
home since the war ended, her first visit to Amoy in ten years.
But the new widow naturally had remained at home.

There was no sign of the party, so Ah Yee picked up the
baby of six months from its cradle and hastily gave it her breast.
As soon as the baby began to suck, however, voices came from
the road. She tried to put the baby down again, but the infant
hung on to her and would not let go. So with the baby in her

13



14 THE LILACS OVERGROW

arms and her widow’s jacket flying open in front, Ah Yee ran
down the stairs into the large central parlor of the house to
meet her sister-in-law.

Chuli was just coming up the stone steps. When she saw the
widow, she rushed into the parlor with outstretched arms, and
raising her naturally loud voice to an astonishing shriek, cried,
“I came as soon as I could get away! But I could not come
sooner! With the Government moving back to Nanking and
everything, and resettling ourselves in our house in Shanghai,
there was so much to do. I just couldn’t come for the funeral!”

The rest of the family, mostly elderly aunts and female cous-
ins and a few younger gitls, came crowding into the parlor with
expectant smiles on their faces, and began to take in every
detail of what Chuli was wearing, how her hair was done, how
her face was made up, and the jewels she was wearing on her
fingers and ears. She was their own Chuli, whom everybody
knew, but she was also Mrs. Wong Sankuo, wife of the Minister
of Education, world-traveled, modem, and unlike the Kim
family in Amoy which she had left for so long, and in so many
ways. During the war, Chuli had lived in Free China while
her maiden family had remained in occupied territory here on
the seacoast. But even before that, she had always lived in the
large, modem cities of Shanghai, Nanking, or Peiping, and
came home only occasionally to pay them a visit. Her life was
completely different from theirs, and the family had looked
forward to this visit with great excitement.

Chuli was a short, plump woman in her middle fifties, and
was wearing a crisp blue-and-white printed nylon dress, nylon
stockings, and stylish white leather shoes, and carrying a large
matching handbag. She wore spectacles with shell-colored rims,
which made her round eyes seem as if they were staring all the
time, and her pear-shaped face was made up in the Western
fashion with imported foundation cream, powder, and lip-
stick. She had kept her shining black hair long and straight,
and combed it back smartly into a fat bun at the neck. The
women remembered that as a child Chuli lost much of her
hair after an attack of typhoid fever, and thought that the
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bun must be a chignon. All this would be gone into later; now
they were busy watching the reunion of the sisters-in-law.

To no on€’s surprise, Ah Yee had burst into tears, and was
holding Chuli’s hand. “Chuli! Chulit What a long timel”

“I know, 1 know,” Chuli said, with a deep frown on her
sympathetic face. She put her arm around the nursing widow,
and walked with her to the row of stiff-backed chairs against
the wall, and sat her down. Shaking her head with pity, Chuli
said as she watched the baby suck, “I am so sorry! I am so sorry!
Often, I blame myself because I have not done my duty to my
own family in Amoy! If you knew how many people I have
helped in the Planned-Parenthood Clinics! If you had listened
to me long ago, Ah Yee, you would not be nursing a baby at
your breast now while my brother lies cold in his gravel And
you need not blush, Ah Yce, mother of so many!”

The widow looked helplessly at the others, and an old woman
in black, one of Chuli’s aunts, came forward and pulled Chuli
by the hand. “Now, sit down, sit down, Chuli!” she said, press-
ing her into a chair. “You have only just arrived, don't start in
lecturing us right away!”

Everyone chuckled, and Chuli sat down reluctantly beside
the widow, and turned her eyes toward the rest of them in the
room.

“Ten years it has been! Imagine!” she cried. “I thought the
war would never end! When I saw the children at the wharf
this morning, I could scarcely recognize any of them! And
Sima! When we were separated, she was a child of twelve. And
now she is all grown up, and so pretty. Oh, my, oh, my! How
the young ones have shot up while we grow old!”

She took off her spectacles for a moment, and rubbed her
eyes with thick, short fingers. Her face was red with emotion.
Several of the women wiped their eyes, too. The long years of
Japanese occupation had not been easy, much had happened to
them all; so many of the old folks were dead, among them
Chuli’s mother, and now just when the war had ended, the
only son of the Kim family, Chuli’s older brother Tuako had
died, too.
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Sima was Tuako’s daughter by his first wife, whom Chuli had
brought to Shanghai and raised like her own daughter since
the girl was five years old, when her mother had died giving
birth to her sister Ahua. When the war broke out in 1937 the
Minister of Education and his wife were traveling abroad and
Sima was spending a summer in Amoy, and so they had been
separated for ten years.

Now everyone looked at Sima, and a blush came to her face.
The girl, like Chuli, was short and inclined to be plump, and
had the characteristic Kim family features, clear round eyes,
straight pointed nose, and a face which was rather narrow at the
forehead and full around the cheeks and chin. She was a quiet
girl, whom thc family often praised for her thoughtfulness and
willingness to help about the house.

Sima knew that the family was thinking how lucky she was
to be going to Shanghai now to live with her aunt again, and
she returned their looks with a modest, although straightforward,
smile.

For a moment, everyone was carried away by private thoughts,
and no one spoke. Then Chuli put on her spcctacles again and
sighed. “Yes, how time does fly!” she said again, as if to prompt
them.

Then the old aunt said, “Yes, we have all grown more wrinkled
and old, but you only scem to have become younger, Chuli.
Why, you don’t even have a white hair to show for all these
years!”

“Who says I have no white hairs?” Chuli cried immediately.
She quickly bent down, and parted her smooth hair in different
places to show them. “Look! They are all underneath!”

Everyone laughed softly, and Ah Yee said, “That’s nothing.
Look at me, and I am younger than you.”

Now Chuli regarded her sister-in-law thoughtfully. “How old
are you, Ah Yee?”

“Have you forgotten?” said the widow with a smile. “I am
still ten years younger than you. You are fifty-four and I am
forty-four.”

“Well, it is a crime for a woman past forty to be still bear-
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ing children,” Chuli said, knitting her brows again. “Naturally
your body is all worn out. You remember, after I almost lost
my life in that miscarriage, I told Sankuo, ‘We have a son. 1
am perfectly satisfied. Let us stop here.” And I have been clean
for more than twenty-five years.”

The women all tittered again, and the old aunt said, “Well,
you have always been the modern one, Chuli. But I am surprised
Sankuo didn’t want to have more children. When one is a big
official and so prosperous, one should have many children to
carry on the line!”

Chuli threw her head back and laughed. “Who thinks about
carrying on the line nowadays!” she cried, raising her voice
again to an astonishing volume. “These days, when children
grow up, each one goes his own way. You cannot keep them
at home. One child or half a dozen, what difference docs it
make?”

“Well,” murmured the widow, “not everyone can have things
exactly the way she wants it, like you, Chuli. Not everyone is
as lucky in life as you.”

The rest of the women nodded in agreement, with traces of
wistfulness and envy in their eyes. The sunshine streaming in
through the wide-open front door was cruel on their careworn
faces. Whitc butterflies darted in the garden amidst the green
foliage and magnolias.

Chuli bit her lip and shook her head surely. “No,” she said
slowly, “I don’t believe there is any such thing as luck in life.
In life we reap what we sow. Our fates lie in our own hands.”

Everyone became quiet again, and most of the women thought
Chuli was referring to the misfortunes which had struck this
family in the recent years. They were a wealthy merchant family
who occupied a prominent position in Amoy society; long
ago Chuli’s father Kim Yek-chiong started a successful business
as importing agent of household articles, canned food, and
modern plumbing and kitchen fixtures, a line of goods which
catered to the luxury trade in Amoy. The firm of Eng Beng
with its own warehouse on the wharf was well known all over
the town. But when Tuako failed to take his responsibilities at
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the firm seriously as his father grew older, business started on
the decline. Now with the inflation and uncertain times, Eng
Beng was floundering in the hands of the eighty-year-old man,
and it looked as if the best days of the family werc indeed over.

Finally, Ah Yec conceded, “Maybe you are right, Chuli.”

“I know I am nght,” answered Chuli. “But tell me, I
am anxious to know. How did Tuako die so suddenly? It was
so sudden, although of course he had been ill for some
months.”

Now everyone looked at the widow, waiting to hear what
she was going to say. Ah Yee, with her infant son asleep now
in her arms, stared straight ahead for a moment, as if she had
not heard the question. Then her eyes moistencd, and she drew
her upper lip down firmly over her long, bad teeth, and squared
her shoulders, as if to say, “I know nothing. Ask me no questions.
Since when have I been able to keep track of that man’s com-
ings and goings?”

But after a moment, it was as if something in her had burst;
her cheeks streaked with tears, and she spoke with the righteous
indignation of someone who had suffered a long time. “Huh,
well, in the end it was pneumonia that finished him off—lying
there on the veranda all night, with a bottle of brandy in one
hand and a lewd book in the other, perspiring all the time.” She
paused, and waited to see if she was going to be contradicted,
and then went on bravely. “But I say this: if it hadn’t been
pneumonia, it was bound to have been something else. I did
all I could. But when a man has lived a dissipated life for
twenty, thirty years, it all tells in the end.”

She clamped her lips shut, and looked at everyone in cold
dignity, and her eyes sparkled with tears. Her long years of
suffering since the day she had first set foot in this house as a
maidservant seemed to be ending only now. Of the seven
children she had given birth to, only four were now alive.

“Well, it is better this way,” Chuli said at last, “it is better
this way. My brother gave you nothing but trouble when he
was living.”

The widow burst into tears anew. Feeling very sorry, Chuli
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changed the subject. “Where is Ahua?” she said. “I didn’t get
a good look at her this morning.”

The girl Ahua had been sitting on the stone steps outside.
Of the two sisters left by Tuako’s first wife, Sima had always
been thought of by the family as the more serious and promising,
while in this large family which was surfeit with girls, Ahua was
known chiefly for being a chatterbox and for the unusual interest
she took in other people’s affairs.

Ahua had been listening to everything which was being said
inside, and repeating every word after them to herself, working
her lips and face very hard. Now she heard her name being
called, she got up and walked into the house, muttering under
her breath, “A penny saved is a penny earned. Act in haste,
repent at leisure. Think twice before you speak. A stitch in
time saves nine.” She came in wearing a virtuous expression
on her face.

“Come here, let me look at you,” Chuli said with a smile.

The girl came forward, and Chuli studied her closely. She
was taller and darker than Sima, and wearing a sleeveless white
blouse and a blue cotton skirt. Short puffs of hair were brushed
against her full, round cheeks, and a thick fringe came down
almost to her scraggly eyebrows, beneath which a pair of huge
eyes were gazing at her with great curiosity.

Chuli pulled the girl toward herself, and made her sit on her
lap as if she were a small child. “But you are as thin as a stick!
Look at these wrists! I could snap them between my thumb
and finger, they are like matchsticks! How old are you, Ahua?”

“Like matchsticks,” said the girl to herself. “Sixteen,” she said
out loud.

“And look at these shoulder blades sticking out of her back
like knives!” Chuli continued. “How come you are so thin?”

“Like knives,” thought Ahua. “This is a good, wholesome
woman, and she cannot help herself.”

“Ahua is just naturally thin, as Sima is naturally round,” said
Ah Yee. “It isn’t she doesn’t eat. She eats like everyone else.”

“Yes, I am just naturally thin, as Sima is naturally round,”
said Ahua.
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“Well, I shall see what I can do to fatten you up when you
come to live with me,” said Chuli, patting her round cheeks.
“Not that I think your stepmother doesn’t feed you properly,”
she added, afraid that Ah Yee might misunderstand her.

It is only fair, Ahua remembered from her aunt’s letter,
that these two sisters should now come to Shanghai together,
and have equal opportunity of education and meeting people.
My heart would not feel right if I offered the advantages of my
home to one, and not to the other. Ahua can continue her
education in Shanghai, while for Sima, the question of her
marriage has been on my mind a long time. I fully realize
that she is twenty-two years old, and a flower does not stay in
bloom forever.

After a little more chatter, Chuli felt wcary. Taking Ahua
by the hand, she said, “Maybe I had better unpack. Show me
where I am to sleep.”

Everyone followed her upstairs, and Chuli became a little
impatient, and hoped they would leave her alone to rest for a
little while before lunch. She was shown to the small back
room on the second floor which she had occupied as a child.
It was clean and tidy, but she saw at once that no special prep-
arations had been made for her. There was no bowl of flowers
picked from the garden, which was so easy to do, or any other
sign to make her feel really welcome. Well, when the mother
is gone, things like this happen to a family, Chuli thought.
What did she really care now about these cousins and in-laws,
and they about her? But she was loyal to them. “I will take these
two girls off their hands, but that is all I can do,” she thought.
“The rest . . . the Lord cannot help those who do not help
themselves.”

At five o'clock in the afternoon, Chuli was lying in her
darkened room when Sima lifted the printed cotton curtain and
came in from the veranda, carrying a dish of hot food and a
pair of chopsticks.

The sky framed in the doorway was milky blue, almost lav-
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ender. The magnolia trees in the garden had grown so tall
that some of the blooms were overhanging the veranda. The air
was full of their fragrance, and Chuli could smell the smoke
of a charcoal fire going somewhere, too.

“The old man just came in,” said Sima as she came into the
room, referring to her grandfather.

“What is this?” said Chuli, sitting up and secking her slippers
with her feet.

“Opyster pancakes. Ah Yee made them for you. Very good.”

“To tell you the truth, I was getting a bit hungry,” said
Chuli. “There was not much to eat at lunch.”

“Well,” said the girl, with a very serious expression on her
face, sitting down beside her aunt, “it is like this. Grandfather
has charge of the household money, and so nobody suggested
preparing something special for lunch. But these pancakes are
Ah Yee’s treat. She made just enough for you and us, and she
told me to take them in to you and for you to eat them in herc.”

It was all coming back to Chuli, life in a big family, with
so many ears and mouths bent on gossip. “Well, I told your
grandfather long ago that big-family life is no longer practical.
Everyone drawing from the common well, but no one thinking
for the common good.” She stood up, and went to the wardrobe
and brought out a zippered bag, and took out a stack of money
half a foot high. “But for heaven’s sake, let us have something
decent to eat tonight, my first night home! I'll treat! I'll treat!”
She gave the money to Sima. “Will this be enough? Say I am
paying for dinner and if this is not enough, tell the cook to come
and get more.”

“Oh, this is more than enough,” said Sima, and gave back
half the money to her, “and for goodness’ sake, put this money
away, Aunt!”

“Well, I know this time I come home, I shan’t be leaving
without giving something to everyone. They expect it, and I
am glad to help, within certain limits,” said Chuli as she ate
her pancakes. Then she came out of her room with the empty
plate and chopsticks, and walked along the veranda quickly until
she found the widow in a small smoke-filled room, frying pan-
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cakes over a roaring fire behind a closed door. Frowning with
concentration, Ah Yee did not look up when Chuli came in.
Her own children, each with a plate and a pair of chopsticks,
were all eating.

“These were delicious, Ah Yee,” Chuli said. “Can you spare
a few more?”

“Go ahead, eat them, that’s why I made them,” said Ah Yee,
pointing to a stack she had made.

Chuli picked up four pancakes, and sprinkled pepper and
vinegar over them, and turned and went out of the room again
without further ado. She went downstairs quickly with the
pancakes, and into her father’s room at the back of the parlor.
Her father was sitting in the dark, head and shoulders hunched
over the writing desk. She had seen him already this moming
at the pier, and not been happy with how he looked.

“Papa, what are you doing? How can you see?” she said as
she came in, and snapped on the light. “Save electricity and ruin
your eyes!”

The old man looked up and laid down his pencil.

“Are those the account books of the firm?” She put the dish
of pancakes under his nose. “Here, eat these while they are hot,”
and poured a cup of tea from the teapot for her father.

Kim Yek-chiong eyed the food suspiciously, and shook his
head. “I don’t want it. What is it?”

“Oyster pancakes. Good for you. Eat, eat! You look as pale as
a ghost and you are still the same, pinching money on food.
Well, if you don’t eat, you can’t live to enjoy all the money
you have made.”

The old man contemplated the food a little more, and finally
picked up his chopsticks and lifted a piece of pancake to his
mouth as if against his will.

“All the money I have made!” he snorted.

Chuli sat down on her father’s hard, wooden bed, and watched
him eat and drink his tea. After he had eaten two pancakes,
she said, “This time I come home, my heart aches. Everyone
looks simply awful.” The old man remembered that Chuli had
never learned to judge the strength of words. She always used
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strong language. “And this house is in need of repairs, it is
tumbling down.”

“All the houses on this street are in need of repairs,” said
the old man without looking up. “When the Japs were here,
they ripped out all the metal that was showing on them. But I
have no money to spend on repairs. Things are worse now than
even when the dwarfs were here. Today it costs thirty thousand
to row over channel harbor. Tomorrow it may cost forty
thousand. Now with the forcigners gonc, too, this town is not
beginning to take on the commercial prospects it used to have.”

“Well, Papa, at least you should be proud that extratcrritorial
rights have becn relinquished here by the foreigners at last, and
that this is now Chincse territory again,” answcred his daughter,
to his surprisc. The years spent away from Amoy did make a
difference, he supposed.

“All I know is my hands are empty,” said the old man. In his
small world of commerce in this seaport town, he did not in-
terest himself in politics. “During the occupation, we had to
scrape through living on rent from the houses along the road.
But now, what? Well, my luck has run out, that is all. Pros-
perity passes from one family to another, that’s true.”

“What nonsense!” said Chuli. “Now you know that if Tuako
had had more character, instead of spending his life whoring
and drinking . . .”

Kim Yek-chiong held up his hand. “Now don’t preach. Maybe
you are right, maybe you are wrong. But don’t lecture, Chuli.
Now you are so prosperous, you cannot imagine why other
people are not doing equally well. But prosperity is a combina-
tion of several things, and sometimes just coincidence. When I
started in business, everything seemed to play into my hands.
When money is rolling in, there is no way to stop it. And when
things start to go wrong, human beings cannot do much to coax
them right, either.”

Listening to her father’s voice, sitting on his hard bed, Chuli
found herself playing the role of daughter of the family again
after many years. How they used to sit here, so many years ago,
and plot ways to make money for the family! And how well
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she understood, too, whatever was being discussed! To be unin-
terested in the financial situation of the family had seemed
like something immoral to them all.

A set of unbalanced books was immoral, too, and now every-
thing she had been feeling since her arrival this morning seemed
to come together. With a sigh, she walked to her father’s desk,
and began to flip through the account books. She could get the
gist of each page at a glance.

“How are you paying the clerks at the store? The entries are
not clear at all,” she said.

The old man answered rcluctantly. “I always try to get a
supply of reliable currency whenever 1 can. Come payday, or
whencver the exchange rate is right, I convert what is necessary
into national currency. But I cannot always get all the American
bills I want.” Kim Yek-chiong always lowered his voice to a
whisper when he talked about moncy. His respect for the subject
made him talk about it like a jealous lover. “Sometimes, I have
to take Hong Kong dollars. The other day, some Philippine
dollars came into my hands. I do these things through friends.”
Now his voice was barely audible. “I don’t like to use the local
exchange shops, which are technically illegal.”

“Everybody is using them.” Chuli’s voice, too, had become
very low.

“Ycs, but here, about once a month, the police close them
down. Then thcy say the operators have to make up any
depreciation in the monthly salaries of government employees
before they are allowed to open again. Corruption, I tell you.”

“Papa, you are overcautious.”

“A man can never be overcautious.”

“Nonsense! Sometimes, a person has to take a few risks in
life. The older I am, the wiscr I become. You cannot always
calculate too fine in life.”

The old man smiled. He was amused by his daughter. Be-
tween father and daughter, there had never been much feeling.
That was why Chuli could say anything she liked to him with-
out causing any rancor. He said, changing the subject, “How
is Sankuo these days?”
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“He is very well and busy. And you know Zan has been in
America almost four years now, studying.”

“What is he studying?” The old man began to shake his
head before he heard her answer.

“Well, Papa, he is studying philosophy.” She stared at him
with wide-open round eyes. Kim Yek-chiong thought she looked
a little like an owl, with the spectacles and that startled expres-
sion on her face.

“Philosophy? If he wants to study phi-los-o-phy, he can do
that at home. Young man goes abroad, he should study some-
thing more practical, like banking, commerce, or even science.
Philosophy there is plenty of at home. No need going all the
way to America to study philosophy.” He pronounced the word
with emphasis. He was laughing at her, without malice, but
also without pity.

Chuli let out a scornful chuckle herself. She did not care
whether her father approved or disapproved of what she did with
her life. “Well, Papa,” she said with an arch smile, “not every-
one can be a businessman like you. And not everyone can see
things your way.”

They both laughed, noiselessly, the Kim way, as if they were
rclishing a private joke together. The old man was in a gossipy
mood now. He said, looking at Chuli shrewdly, “Well, one thing
I will admit. When you insisted on marrying Wong Sankuo, you
had better eycsight than I did. How much are you worth now,
Chuli? A hundred thousand American dollars? More?”

Chuli let out a shrick of horror. Her hands flew to her cheeks.
“Where do you people in Amoy get such ideas! How I wish it
were true! If I had half, a quarter of that amount . ..”

The old man would not believe her. “Sankuo has been a big
official for ten, fifteen years,” he said craftily.

“But you have it all wrong, no, no, no!” cried Chuli angrily.
“It is true, he has been in and out of public life for a long time,
but that doesn’t make us rich! He is not like other officials who
have been busy lining their own pockets. I swear to you, Papa,
these long years in Chungking, we had to put in our savings
every month to make ends meet. But how can you understand?
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I realize Sankuo is a very famous man, but if we had the money
to match his fame, don’t you think I would do something more
to help you all? Do you think I would sit here, and watch you
cat into capital? . . .”

“Well, don’t get so excited, Chuli. I am not begging from
you!” Her father was chuckling.

“I can still remember it as if it were yesterday,” he said,
abruptly launching into the past. Chuli remembered that her
marrying Wong Sankuo had always seemed like a very good
joke to her father. “You were of marriageable age, and it was
time to look for someone for you. At that time, if we had really
looked, you could have married into any family we fancied.
Well, anyway, I was lunching with old Iliok-hia down at the
wharf onc day, and he said there was a poor schoolteacher’s son
passing through town on his way to Quemoy. le was coming
back from Peiping where he had a teaching job, and what he
lacked in money, the boy made up in good character. Well, just
for a lark, I said, all right, let’s have a look. Doesn’t cost money
to have a look. And when he showed up, this Wong Sankuo, in
that starched blue cotton gown, . . . oh, and looking as if he
had been bitten by bees, the way his forchead bulged out! . . .”
The old man was remembering it all now, and his voice sub-
sided into wheezing laughter.

His daughter waited. “Well?”” she demanded, looking at him
sullenly. The final triumph was hers, so she could bear to listen
to him.

“Well,” said the old man when he could continue, “the sur-
prising thing was, when your mother asked your opinion, you
agreed to marry him. In fact, you would have no one else, if I
remember correctly.” He stared at his daughter for a moment,
and pointed with a long forefinger. “Fell in love with him! You
ran out and met him behind my back. That’s what you did!”
he said, and laughed again.

“That’s right,” said Chuli. After all these years, it was no
longer necessary to deny it. She was sitting up very straight on
the wooden bed. “I saw something in him, and fell in love with
him.” She was missing Sankuo very much right now. How far
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away he had led her from all this, how much of life he had
shown her, how wide the world lay outside, of which her family
was not awarel!

Now she was satiated with her old father. “Well,” she said,
“this time I am forking Ahua as well as Sima over to Shanghai.
That will be two less mouths for you to feed.”

“Yes,” said the old man, “take them with you. You have
servants, a big house. And later you can send them after Zan to
America to study philosophy as well.”

Chuli’s head spun, and she walked out of the room, too
annoyed to bother answering back. He was still laughing. And
as she walked up the stairs, she felt almost like a young girl
again, sneaking out of this loveless house to meet Wong Sankuo
in the back streets of Amoy. What a scandal there had been!
Hooh! Well, anyway, she showed them. As she went up to her
room, she was smiling to herself.

“Are you glad, Sima, that I am going to Shanghai with you?”
asked Ahua that cvening after supper. They were alone in their
room.

“Naturally, I cannot say that I am not glad,” said Sima, who
was washing somc of her and Ahua’s things in a tin basin.

“You know, sometimes you really make me boil. ‘Naturally,
I cannot say that I am not glad.” Why do you always have to be
so passive, as if it would kill you to be positive about something
for a change? You sound like an old woman already, you know?
I hate to think what you'll be like when you are good and old.”

Ahua was stretched out on her bed beside the window.

Sima did not answer. She continued to wash, and Ahua
watched her, studying her sister’s face as if she were someone
she had never set eyes upon before.

“May I ask you a terrible question, Sima?” she said after a
few moments, unable to bear the silence.

“Yes?”

“But you mustn’t be angry with me after I ask it. I promise
I will never mention it again after you've answered me.”

Sima turned and looked at her sister patiently. The younger
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girl leaped out of bed and threw herself at her sister’s back, and
wrapped her arms around her neck. She whispered into her ear,
“Tell me, do you know if they embalmed Father?”

Sima jumped and let out an angry cry. “Really, sometimes you
are so childish a person can scarcely stay in the same room with
you! How can you ask such a question?”

Ahua held onto her sister with both arms. “But tell me! I must
know whether he is going to decompose or whether he has been
preserved. I won’t mention it again after you tell me, I promise.”

Sima shook off her sister’s arms forcefully, and she said, her
face becoming very pink, “Now listen to me, Ahua. Just stop
it, do you hear?”

“But tell me, tell me!”

“I'll tell you this,” said Sima, “that you are almost seventeen
now, and it is high time you stopped acting so silly, and took
yourself more seriously. Don’t you ever think what kind of im-
pression you make on people? And what do you think I feel
when you ask questions like that?”

Ahua went back to her bed. “And how do you think I feel,
when you refuse to answer a simple question?”

“There are things people don’t talk about,” Sima said, and
returned to her washing again, with a set face. She soon carried
the basin to the veranda, and when she came back, she tumed
off the light and slipped into bed beside her sister.

“The trouble with you is, you have no feeling, Sima. You're
numb, numb, numb, and terribly conventional, you know that?
Here Father is, probably half eaten up by worms already, and
you can’t talk about it because it isn’t something people talk
about. It just shows how superficial you are.”

Sima did not answer, and Ahua rolled over and looked out
the window. The moon, a large, yellow wheel, was so close that
she could almost touch it if she held out her hand. The sky
behind it was deep purple, and Ahua felt a sudden longing,
longing for cverything, to laugh, to cry, to be free. She felt that
she was going to burst at any moment. She thought about all
the evenings her father had lain on the rattan chair on the
veranda this spring, in his checkered bathrobe, and how the
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moonlight sometimes struck his face and made it look as
though he were dead already. His eyes were sunken and dark
like plums, and his checks were gaunt, and his hair came down
over his ears. During the last weeks, he lay there all the time,
seldom speaking or eating, and just watched the moon when it
came up at night. He had lived a life full of ravishing sensual
pleasure and wickedness, and now he was calmly waiting to die.
She used to watch him from her window and wonder what it felt
like. “Tell me, did everything live up to your expectations?” she
wanted to ask. “Whatever you experienced, whether ecstasy or
anguish, did you experience it in full measure?” Because if he
did, then it did not matter that he was dying in the bald sur-
roundings of their home. In the daytime, he read his obscene
books and drank his brandy, seemingly oblivious of everything,
but he must have been aware of the disapproving glances
cveryone kept casting at him, the three little girls of Ah Yee
who were miniature replicas of their mother and would grow up
and marry and hang washing up from people’s verandas, and the
women with hawklike eyes who were always talking about him
and never thought of what it must feel like to be dying. It had
always seemed to Ahua that she was the only one who under-
stood what was happening, but she had never spoken intimately
with her father, who had always been too busy to pay any atten-
tion to his offspring.

The long, sick spring had ended swiftly and suddenly. And
now everyone was going about just as if it had not happened at
all. Numb! Numb! Numb! She felt a rage boiling up in her.

Sima said, “Ahua, are you crying?”

The girl did not answer.

“You know I have only your good at heart, don’t you? Are you
listening to me, Ahua?”

“I'm listening.”

“All I mean is sometimes you have to hide your feelings, and
not say everything that comes into your head, and when I talk
to you like this, Ahua, I am only trying to prepare you for life,
because we are all we have in this world. You know how I feel,
don’t you?”
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“Then why can’t you understand?” Ahua said. “I have to live
the way I feel. I cannot be a hypocrite and go around saying
things I don’t mean and doing things I don’t like and pre-
tend that I don’t mind. And I hate the way you all go around,
clucking your tongues about Father, as if you were better
than he was. He did what he wanted to do. At least it was
honest.”

“Now you know I don’t think I am better than anyone, but
you must be fair. We are a family of certain position in Amoy,
and the way Father behaved was a disgrace. You know that
adultery is a sin, and I am absolutely against lust.”

“You are very funny, you know?”

“I don’t see anything funny.”

“It just shows how superficial you are, Sima. This whole family
is very superficial, and you don’t know what you are like.”

“What are we like?”

“Well, take the food we eat, for instance, the mounds of
fish smothered with onions, the thick gray bowls of lentil soup,
and the honest-to-goodness chunks of meat. In appearance and
substance, the food this family eats, Sima, reflects exactly the
kind of people we are—dealers in toilet seats and cockroach
killers and household antiseptics. There is never any need to
yield to any sentimental craving for beauty, because the craving
is never there. Food, toilet seats, disinfectants, everything means
only one thing, money in the bank.”

“You should congratulate yourself that thanks to the firm of
Eng Beng, you have lived in comfort all your life, Ahua, and
never had to worry about food or a roof over your head. What a
way to talk!”

“Oh, I am grateful. I know I cannot exist without a minimum
of physical sustenance.”

“Then why do you do so much irresponsible talking? Why
don’t you take yourself more seriously?”

“But 1 take myself very seriously, only you don’t realize it.
Every day, I wake up feeling as cheerful as can be, and try to
face life squarely and honestly. I don’t deceive myself, and I
don’t let anything get me down, although I am completely alone
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in this world. I know I have faults, but I am harder on myself
than you could know. Integrity! That’s what I have!”

“Oh, Ahua, stop it!”

Tears were streaming from Ahua’s eyes, but she did not let
her sister know. She was too proud. “You never listen carefully
to what I say. I know therc is still a great deal in life I have to
leam, but my views are not completcly valueless either.”

“Well, at least I am glad to hear you admit that,” Sima said
in a mollifying tone. She was quiet for a moment. Then she
added in a completely different voice, “I was looking in Aunt’s
suitcases just now, and Ahua, you should have seen some of the
things they are wearing in Shanghai! It looks as if there’s a great
deal we both still have to learn!”

2

IN THE summer of 1947, Government armies were deployed in
an all-out campaign to wipe out the Communists, who held all
the rural areas in the north and northeast of China. The Gov-
etnment controlled all China south of the Yangtze and held the
large ports and all the major cities in North China and Man-
churia as well. But with these latter, they could communicate
surely only by air, for the Communists had cut all the railways
connecting North China and Manchuria with the Yangtze
valley, and continuously interrupted the railways which con-
nected the east coast with the western mountain provinces.

A year ago, the first objective of the Government after the
peace was to clear the country of Japanese forces and for troops
to occupy all the strategic points as soon as possible to forestall
the Communists, but they did not succeed in doing this, and
now in the successful attempt to recapture the lost territories the
future of the country lay.

Ever since the war ended, Wong Sankuo had felt the con-
straint of the heavy political and intellectual responsibilities
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connected with his job. Now for three weeks while Chuli was
visiting her relatives in Amoy, he had becn living in the capital,
absorbed in his work and the acute problems which faced the
nation, and returned to Shanghai himself only a day before her
ship was due.

On the following morning, as he stepped into his car from
his home in the old French Concession to meet her, he felt
stirred by a wistfulness which was in complete contrast to the
mood he had becn in for the last weeks. It was not often that
he allowed himself to indulge in the luxury of this mood. As he
drove through the residential section of the city, sunlight was
playing prettily on the broad boulevards and birch trees and
small shops and cafés, bringing back to him the more peaceful
years he had lived in this city before the war. A thoughtful smile
crept into his large, craggy face. He was a broad-shouldered,
bony man, lean and wiry, with a dark simian face and a pro-
tuberant forehead over which shocks of short, graying hair,
untrained and strawlike, grew as if in defiance and protest
against every other aspect of his dress and appearance, which
reflected the look of a man who left most of the details of his
physical life to the care of a very homely wife.

There was an air of deceptive prosperity everywhere. The
streets were crowded and the shops were crammed with goods
and people were buying, buying, buying. Country peasants came
to the city with bundles of money several feet high to carry
away expensive goods they would not have dreamed of buying
a few years ago, and Government employees and teachers had
to eke out an existence on earnings which were less than what
a rickshaw coolie made. A social evolution, larger than political
parties or civil war, was taking place in the country, Sankuo
thought, and how to prevent evolution from becoming revolu-
tion was the dilemma which occupied many of his waking hours
since the war ended.

He became absorbed in this problem once more as the car
moved toward the Bund in a tangle of traffic which was com-
posed of pedicabs, rickshaws, buses, jeeps, and bicycles. When
he stopped at last, he forgot to get out. A moment later, he
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looked up and was startled to find the car surrounded by a crowd
of beggars. As he opened the door, a dozen scrawny palms shot
under his nose, and he was assailed by chanting, whining voices.

“Please, sirl Have you something to spare? Help a starving
family. ...”

Unthinkingly, he began to draw from his pockets a number
of bills, and was in the act of distributing them when a rough
voice which he recognized as the voice of officialdom cut through
the crowd like a knife. Sure enough, a minor official in a gray,
threadbare cotton uniform came forward, and smiling and
bowing effusively, said, “Excellency! Excellency! The launch is
waiting over here!” He was from the Shanghai Port Authority.

The young man pretended not to notice the beggars, but
with a smart beckoning of the hand, led him to the quayside.
The motor launch was waiting to take him to the steamship,
which would be anchored at the mouth of the Whangpoo on
the China Sea.

Under the cold, indifferent stare of the beggars, who a mo-
ment ago had been so aggressive, Sankuo boarded the launch
with, somehow, a gnawing feeling inside. The sun was shining
so brightly, the sky was so blue, it was such a fine day, that all
trouble on earth seemed preposterous and incongruous to him.

Soon, they were put-putting up the river amidst skiffs and
sampans. Sankuo stood at the stem of the launch and breathed
the air deeply. How complicated life is! he thought. Why have
we made it so that it seems completely at variance with nature?

The young man from the Port Authority was directing a
stream of words at him, determined to make the most of this
half-hour with his captive audience. He volunteered his name
and said that he was a graduate of Taitung University, where
Sankuo had served as president for many years. He said that he
had seven children and that his wife was suffering from tubercu-
losis and had begun to spit blood. As he talked, the young man’s
thin, sallow face twisted itself into violent expressions. His
older children had stopped going to school in order to take care
of the younger ones, and what he was making at the Port
Authority was not enough even to pay the doctor’s bills.
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Sankuo felt more and more constrained. He took from his
wallet a name card, and scribbled a few words on it and handed
it to the young man. “Take this to the office of the Education
Ministry in the city,” he interrupted the young man and said,
“Maybe they can find a place for you.”

The young man was overwhelmed. He took the card and
now launched into even more exhaustive details about his wife’s
illness, as if he owed this information to Sankuo now that he
had offered to help.

Wong Sankuo was feeling slightly sick when the launch came
out on the open sea at last, and glad to see the Jardine-Matheson
Line steamer on the horizon. He was conscious of a sudden life
taking hold of him as soon as he was upon the open sea. A feeling
of freedom from the intricate life of self-discipline he lived
swept over him, removing for a moment the duties and cares
the world imposed upon him.

As they approached the steamer, he discerned Chuli’s figure
on deck—she was wearing a crisp, blue dress and looking, as
usual, neat as a pin. “There she is! What a good soul!” he
thought, and cupped his hands and called to her, although the
launch was still several hundred yards away.

Her all-seeing eyes had spotted him long ago. She smiled and
waved back, and at that moment, when they acknowledged each
other’s presence, life seemed to pick up again for Sankuo from
where it had left off three weeks ago. And yet, drawing near her
on the launch, he saw her now in a strange, double perspective.
He saw her as Chulj, his wife, and at the same time objectively
as though against a larger picture of life. He thought she be-
longed to a breed of people on this earth who partook of a kind
of immortality in time, serenely sure that in spite of any calamity,
the progress of years, or the death of others, they would always
be here. She was immune from the questioning insinuations of
the spirit which were so much a part of his life, and always cease-
lessly engaged in activity. When her brother died she had rushed
back to Amoy to offer her great sympathy to the family, and
now, with great moral resolution, had brought back two nieces to
live with them.
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So thinking, Sankuo was overwhelmed by a feeling of grati-
tude for her, and yet, he felt as if he were wholly responsible
for her every action and for her happiness.

When the launch drew up beside the ship, a narrow wooden
ladder was lowered, and he watched with amusement and affec-
tion as she, wearing her usual law-abiding, disembarkation face,
clutched her handbag under the elbow and started down the
ladder. He saw that her eyebrows branched out at the ends again;
she always drew them before she put on her spectacles, and she
never looked at herself again after she put them on. As she
came down the ladder, her spectacles were knocked askew, and
hairpins fell out of her hair, and he saw that she was greatly
vexed. Every detail about her was something he was thoroughly
familiar with, and he was seized by an irresponsible desire to
tease her, this balance wheel of his life, who was having so much
difhiculty coming down the steps.

Cupping his hands, he called to her. “Hey, Chuli! Did you
give them a good lecture at home about birth control?” and
watched guiltily as she pretended not to hear him, and con-
tinued her descent with great aplomb. He thought she was
thinking, “There he is, always choosing the worst moment to
embarrass me.” His knowledge of the way her mind worked
drew them closer together. He knew that he had done some-
thing very childish only to attract her attention.

When Chuli stepped on the launch, she scanned his face
expertly for any signs of a catastrophe which he might have
concealed from her while she was away, and for signs of indis-
position or neglect. Finding all in order, and noting only that
the hair in his nostrils needed trimming, she asked her usual
opening question of the past four years when they met again
after a separation. “Has Zan written?”

“Yes, there’s a letter. He is well,” Sankuo replied.

This was the distillation of thirty years of living together. He
clutched her hand hard, but now that she was assured that
the two most important people in her life were well, she was
turning her attention to the two girls who were coming down
the ladder after her.
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Sankuo saw, to his surprise, although he should have expected
it, two grown-up girls, and for a moment, he felt so confused
that he could not tell which was Sima.

But quickly, the first girl cried, “Uncle! What a long time!”
He saw that the child with the long thick braids and gentle,
quiet ways he had pictured in his mind these long years had
been replaced by someone else altogether, someone, he felt
suddenly, he would never completely understand again. He used
to lift Sima up when he came back from trips, and tickle her
under the chin, saying, “Sima! Sima! Simmmma!” and she
would let out loud peals of laughter. He was at a loss for words
for a moment. Then he said, in a rough, strange voice, “Sima!
Grown so big!” and a wave of shyncss swept over him.

To Sima, ten years might have been ten days. When she
spoke, she was reasonably the same girl he remembered, her
voice had not changed. “You look just the same, only a little
balder in front, Uncle,” she said familiarly, and then she spun
around, as if he might recognize her better if he saw her from
behind, too. He remembered that, like Chuli, Sima’s grasp of
the immediate moment had always becn sure.

Then he saw a long-throated girl in a pale green dress cross her
hands and leap 