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Who Lives Better

1

A new conductress had taken over the bus No. 1176.

The girl seemed so delicaie, so frail, like a fragile creature
made of glass. Every time she made her way. back and forth
through the crowd, collecting fares, Shi Ya-nan couldn’t help
worrying: would she be crushed? But Wu Huan just wondered:
even if she charges one fare less, the bus company won’t go broke
just on account of the few cents. Why be so petty?

- The corners of her mouth were a bit upturned, as if she was-
forever smiling. On her thin and pale face was that pair of beau-
tiful eyes, as if focussed not on people and things immediately in
front of her, but somewhere further away, giving the impression
that she was lost in some dreamlike thought.

When she looked at you with those serene eyes and asked
you courteously where you were going, whether you neceded a
ticket, it reminded you of the old days when people were more
polite. No matter how bad the weather was, even in the worst
rainstorm, she always got down the bus to check tickets. She
helped the passengers on to the crowded bus by pushing hard on
their backs with her’s skinny arms. v

Obviously, being a conductress was a bit too much for her.
For even in this early spring, with everyone still wearing padded’
clothes, there were tiny drops of sweat on the tip of her lovely
little nose, a strip of ‘hair slid down from thé pins, covering her
brows and blocking her eyes. Had she not been-a stranger, some--
one would have brushed her hair gently back for her.

Young men, for some unknown reason, felt awkward in.
front of her. Wu Huan was the only exception. As usual, he was
making caustic remarks to his fellows about the lad who just got
on the bus by the rear door: “Look at that ‘freak’. That western-
style suit on him must come straight from a commission shop.”
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Several young men laughed. feeling somewhat grateful to
Wu Huan for giving them the chance to laugh, thus relieving
them from their awkwardness. _

Shi Ya-nan threw a glance at the conductress. She had heard
nothing and was carefully counting money to give change to a
passenger. Her nylon gloves were thread-bare, exposing her slen-
der fingers through holes between her thumb and forefinger.

If he wasn’t mistaken, Wu Huan had also thrown a very
-quick, almost imperceptible glance at the girl.

i

The young people at the factory all hang around with their
-own “small gangs”. This kind of togetherness was the result of
life’s natural selection. Shi Ya-nan’s gang was definitely different
from that of the “frcaks”. They never followed girls, whistling,
shouting or cat-calling; they never wore inappropriate clothes
which only made themselves look unsightly. Compared to those
“‘petty city slickers™, they seemed to have much finer taste.-

Who but Wu Huan always walked around with a book by
-someone like Spinoza in his hand? Nobody knew that the reason
waslargely that such books were obscure and incomprehensible,
o people would think that he had find taste. Nothing that hap-
pens on this confused planet of ours could ever stit up enough in-
dignation and vehemence for him to speak out his views; nor
could it upset his orderly lifestyle, cost him sleepless nights and
loss of appetite; or move him to shed a sympathetic tear. When
Shi Ya-nan sighed and could hardly keep from crying over the
fate of a character in a film or a novel, Wu would yawn and
shrug his shouldets nonchalantly, saying: “Why take it so seri-
ously?” Even when the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia, he only
<commented: “I predicted it long ago!” and no more.
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Talking about human life, talking about social experience,
Wu Huan always displayed an intense bitterness. He spoke sar-
castically and with indifference, as if the world owed him some-
thing even before he was bomn!

With Wu Huan, Shi Ya-nan always felt himself crude and
mundane, because, unlike Wu Huan, he couldn’t be a puritanical
and pessimistic moralist. So much did he like light, colour, sound

. every little thing in life was interesting tu him: the round-
city long-distance race during the Spring Festival; the long queue
in front of the post office buying the Radio and TV Guides;
even the little dramas taking place on this packed bus. .. Besides,
he didn’t like Wu Huan’s cassettes of pop songs from Hong Kong
sung by the singer Meng Fei-fei, Blue Ring, Go for Fame, etc. . .
She sang every word with such effort that she seemed to be
biting hard into a dried turnip. But he was always too self-con-
scious to show such feelings for fear that Wu Huan would think
of him as “immature” and would mock him for being not quite
manly enough. -

11}

Manly? Manly! Why did he turn red like a prawn in a fry-
ing pan, when Wu Huan handed him that letter today?

He felt so uncomfortable. Why blush? What would Wu
Huan take this blush for?

Looking at his red face, Wu Huan asked casually: “Who’s
it from?” '

Not one single cxcuse came to Shi Ya-aan’s mind.

“Love letter, eh? How come I didn't know you got vourself
a girl-friend?”

Shi Ya-nan gave a noncommittal smile. Let him take it for
a love-letter. It’s better than if he learnt the truth, anyway. How
Wu Huan would have laughed at Shi Ya-nan, if he knew that he
had been writing poems in private. ‘
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Only when Shi Ya-nan was left alone, did he take out that
Chinese-style envelope and stare at the vigorous brush strokes
and the return address on the bottom. He felt jubilant, perplexed
and even at a bit of a loss, as if the writer he had worshiped was
standing right in front of him. He had never met this writer, only
read his poems in newspapers and magazines. Like a refreshing
breeze, these pocms touched the strings of his ncart, sounding de-
licate chords. In a rush, he had written down ‘ese chords lest
they dissipate in the wind, and sent them to this writer.

He hadn't expected that his letter, blunt and full of childish
impulsiveness would be answered so sincerely by the poet him-
self: He was invited to go and discuss poetry-writing with the
writer whenever convenient. However, whenever he imagined
presenting his amateurish poems to'this talented writer, he felt
-embarrassed as if he were stripped naked, losing the nerve to ask
for advice.

v

Suddenly, the bus seemed more crowded. An old lady want-
ed a ticket to the Xidan Bazaar. Just as the conductress was silent-
ly working out how much she should be charged, a quick-mouthed
little punk beside her said: “Ten cents!”

-There were too many people waiting lo pay fares for the
cenductress to think carefu’I:}y. Just as she was about 10 tear
off a ticket for 1en cents, Wu Huan said quietly: “Not ten. Five!”
She thought for a while, blinking, immediately plushed in em-
barrassment; because of the rush, she had almost overcharged a
passenger. She glanced at Wu Huan gratefully, the corners of her
mouth upturned even further upward.

That quick-mouthed little punk laughed with a funny expres-
sion. Wu Huan moved a bit closer to him. When he saw Wu
Huan’s athletic build, his funny expression disappeared.
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Shi Ya-nan couldn’t help but admire Wu Huan — everything
seemed so easy for him, even gaining a girl’s favour.

But why did Wu Huan flash a triumphant, even showy
smile to the others? Shi Ya-nan remembered Wu Huan’s extreme-
ly deep-rooted ‘“‘status” consciousness. So Wu Huan’s smile
aroused a kind of uneasy feeling in Shi Ya-nan.

As days went by, the conductress got to know all these peo-
ple. If one of them missed the bus, though she wouldn’t say
anything, there was a deep concern in her eyes, as if asking:
“Why isn't he here, that young lad in the leather jacket? Is he
sick?”

However, when it came to checking fares, there was no kid-
ding around — she was actually rather meticulous. Wu Huan. as
if to deliberately make fun of her meticulousness, was never
bothered to show his monthly ticket. She would have to repeat
several times: “Comrade, where’s your ticket?” to get his hand
10 reach slowly into his pocket. He would always muddle around
for a while, either pulling his 1.D. card a little out of his pocket,
-or waving his wallet. perfunctorily,before he took out his ticket.

Nevertheless, when in a good mood, he would act like a
saint, helping her keep order onthe bus; passing money and tic-
kets for passengers sitting at the far end; seeing to it that every-
body getting off the bus had a ticket. . . All this he did so
naturally, so casually that it made the other bovs who also wanted
to do something for the girl but were too embarrassed to be con-
sidered losing their masculine dignity, look up to him with a feel-
ing of inferiority. But this knightly way of doing things always
seemed to Shi Ya-nan a bit like play-acting reminded him of a
little skit by drama school students.

A%

In order to take the bus of which she was in charge, Wu
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Huan even changed his habit of being late at work and waited
early at the terminal; and instead of hurrying back to his com-
fortable home after work as before, he would stand in the wind
at the bus stop only to let one bus after another pass by until
No. 1176 came.

By and by, people began to joke with him. Except for Shi
Ya-nan, cveryone thought that he was in love with the conductress
the same way other people were. Far from being amusing, these
jokes stirred up a nameless indignation in Shi Ya-nan, as if they
had all humiliated this respectable, kind and sincere gitl.

“What's the matter with you?” Wu Huan asked him, laugh-
ing merrily.

“Nothing. You — really going to have something to do with
her?”

“What do you mean, something? Nothing!” Then, like an
adult teasing a child, he asked, “What would you w1sh me to
do?”

Shi Ya-nan had always remembered that one summer in his
childhood, his father took him to the beach for holiday. Between
the coming and going of the tides, an extremely beautiful shell
was left on the shore. It might have once been longing for another
hightide 10 take it back into the sea. But before the next tide
was in, it had been picked up by the naughty boy, himself.

Away from the nourishment of the great ocean, the beau-
tiful shell soon died. The guilty feeling of having destroyed a .
beautiful life had for a long time remained in Shi Ya-nan’s heart.
Had it not been for an accidental happening thai enlightened him,
Shi Yan-nan couldn’t imagine how long his mind would be obsess-
ed by this gloomy feeling.

A4

As Shi Ya-nan was walking further away from a painting in
the Art Gallery, in order to have a better appreciation of the mood
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