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A Pitiful Plaything

A Pitiful Plaything

I can’t remember in which year this happened, but know it was
in my childhood.

I'd never left our village — except to visit my mother’s old home
— and I was unfamiliar, even rather afraid of our own village.
Though it was only a village, the main street was three or four /i
long. We lived at the west end. I never ventured to loiter in the
middle, the liveliest part of the street, let alone go all the way to
the east end to play. My world at that time was both so restricted
and so vast.

Father busied himself in the fields, Mother in the house. That
left only Granny to tell me stories and sing me folk-songs. Some-
times I sat woodenly all by myself on one side, listening to the
whirr of her spinning-wheel. That was the home [ had.

I often went outside to play too, but always on my own. The
children in the street wouldn’t let me join in their games, unless by
any chance they needed someone to make up the right number.
Unfortunately | was always the cause of my side losing, so I soon
lost interest in their games myself. To start with [ was afraid they
would bully me, but they never did, perhaps thinking it unsporting
to bully a helpless child. They simply ostracized me, which was
already humiliating enough. Often I would sneak home alone,
skirting the walls. “They won’t play with me,” I’d say, running

2
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A Pitiful Plaything

into Granny’s arms. Stroking my head she would answer, “Play by
yourself, there’s a good boy.”

Though 1 was only a child, I knew what it was to be lonely. Now
that I am a man, I still suffer from loneliness, but it isn’t the
same; and I look back nostalgically on the loneliness of my child-
hood .

Father was always grim and stern. I don’t believe I ever saw him
smile. Mother, though she loved me — or so I thought — never
bought me any sweets behind his back. She told me, “When you
see people buying sweets, scram.” Small as [ was, I knew quite
well what she meant; so whenever I saw grown-ups or other chil-
dren crowd round the sweet pedlar at the sound of his gong, which
set my mouth watering, 1 slipped away. Later on, if I heard the
sweet pedlar’s gong outside I stayed indoors.

The fact is, the only one who loved me in those days was
Granny. She did her best to comfort me, making me little kites of
waste paper, little whistles of grass or carts and horses of millet
stalks, all of which delighted me. One day, the moment she saw
me coming home, she beckoned me, calling softly, “Come here.”

I ran over. “What is it, Granny?” I asked eagerly.

“A plaything for you, child.”

With that, from her sewing-basket she took out a wad of cotton-
wool and opened it to disclose -a fledgling sparrow. I jumped for
Joy.

“Where’s this sparrow from, Granny?”

“Picked it up under the eaves. Most likely its mother carried it
out from its nest.”
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A Pitiful Plaything

“Why should she carry it down?”

“Little silly! Its mother'd been holding it in the nest. She must
have flown off so fast to find food for it that she carried it with her.
The fall could have killed it!” ' ,

I only half believed her, and felt rather upset. Poor little
fledgling! But now I had a fine plaything. I promptly pulled out a
small bamboo crate from under the bed, spread cotton-wool on the
bottom and put rags on top to make a cage for it. When it was hun-
gry I fed it, kissing its yellow beak . I offered it food when it wasn’t
hungry too, but it wouldn’t open its beak. I carried that-bamboo
crate back and forth in our yard, and Mother seeing this smd

“Now you’ve a fine plaything!”

[ was thinking to myself: Let those rough children keep away

from me. I shan’t go out any more. At home I've Granny and this
et. I’ll be even better when it’s big enough to fly. ‘ .

At noon Father came back from the fields. As usual, tht’ei.sight of
him depressed me; but how could I know it was wrong to keep a
sparrow?

“What’s that?” he demanded sternly.

“A... sparrow.” I hung my head.

“Bring it here!” He snatched the little bamboo crate, and before I
looked up I heard a thud — the crate had been flung on the roof .

Naturally I cried, but I didn’t dare sob loudly, not wantmg to be
beaten. At such times Mother always took Father’s side, sometimes
saying, “Give him a good beating!” as if both angry with me yet
sorry for me. There were times when, bccause of me, Father
slapped or kicked her too. As a child I couldn’t understand her

6
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A Pitiful Plaything

psychology . Finally I climbed on to Granny’s lap to weep disconso-
lately. By now Father seemed less angry. He just growled, “Use-
less brat. Why don’t you go out and pick some grass for me!”
Then he sighed.

Granny swore under her breath, “Your dad’s heartless, with no
feeling for old or young. All he can do is skimp and scrape to
scratch a living from the soil. Don’t cry, there’s a good boy. To-
morrow Granny will climb a tree to catch a little magpie for you.”
She wiped away my tears.

After crying I forgot the whole incident, because things like this
kept happening all the time. And I can no longer remember what
became of that fledgling sparrow. It seems that only now, after
twenty years, I feel any concern for that unfortunate fledgling.
Poor thing, deprived of its parents’ love, its brothers and ‘sisters,
- its warm nest, then picked ‘_fup by Granny and put in my little
crate, only to be thrown on the cold, bare roof by my father. What
a wretched fate for a lonely, unloved fledgling!

At the time I really hated Father; but now, instead, I pity him.
My heart aches at the thought of that grizzled peasant working away
by starlight, threatened by cold and hunger and exposed to the ele-
ments, without much hope of living many years longer. Besides,
born and bred on the land, from boyhood he had watered it with
his sweat hopmg the sandy soil would produce enough to support
his family. No wonder he had such a temper. I hear his health is
failing now and he often thinks of his son so long away from home.

1934
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