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Nights of Spring Fever

Nights of Spring Fever

For six months I lived without a job in Shanghai and, because I was
unemployed, changed my lodgings three times. At first I lived in a pi-
geon-hole on Bubbling Well Road, a prison without guards where the
sun never shone. With the exception of a few ferocious gangsterlike
tailors,,the inmates of this unguarded prison were mostly pitiable un-
known scholars. That was why I named the place Yellow Grub Street.
After a month or so in this Grub Street, the rent suddenly went up and
I, with a few battered books, was forced to move into a small hotel I
knew somewhere near the race-course. Here too I met with certain
kinds of pressures until I had to move again. This time I found and
moved into a tiny room in the slums opposite Rixinli on Dent Road at
the north end of the Garden Bridge.

The houses on this side of Dent Road stood no higher than twen-
ty feet. The loft I lived in was extremely small and low. If, stand-
ing upright, [ had wished to stretch my arms and yawn, my hands
would have gone through the dusty grey roof .

Coming in from the lane through the front door, one entered first
the landlord’s room. Here, edging one’s way through heaps of

rags, old tins and bottles and other junk, one came to a rickety

2
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Nights of Spring Fever

ladder leaning against the wall. This was the only way one could
get up to the dark opening — two square feet — which led to the
second storey . This storey was really only a small, dark loft, but it
was partitioned into two tiny rooms. I had the one where the trap-
door was; the other one was let to a woman who worked in the N
Cigarette Co. As she had to go through my “room,” to get to hers,
my monthly rent was a few dimes cheaper.

Our landlord was an oldish man, in his fifties, with a bent
back. There was a dark oily gleam in his sallow face. His eyes
were unequal in size, and his cheekbones were sharp and protrud-
ing. The lines on his forehead and face were filled with coal dust
which seemed indelible despite his daily morning wash. He got up
between eight and nine every day and after a fit of coughing left the
house with a carrying pole and two bamboo baskets . Usually, he
returned at three or four in the afternoon with the same baskets
empty. Occasionally he came back with a load, the same kind of
stuff as he had all over his room: rags, broken bottles and miscel-
laneous pieces of junk. On these days he would usually buy him-
self a few ounces of wine, and, sitting on the edge of the bed,
would drink by himself and keep cursing incomprehensibly .

I met my neighbour on the other side of the partition on the af-
ternoon I moved in. At about five o’clock, when the fast-falling
spring dusk had already descended, I had lit a candle and begun
to arrange the books I had brought with me from the hotel, setting
them up into two stacks, one-big and one small. On the bigger
stack I placed two 24-inch picture frames. I had sold all the furni-

ture I ever possessed, so my arrangement of books and picture

4
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Nights of Spring Fever

frames had to serve as a desk during the day and a bed at night. I
then sat myself down on the smaller stack of books, facing the
“desk,” and lit a cigarette. As I sat staring at the candle and
smoking I heard a slight noise under the trapdoor, behind my
back. I looked round but could only see the shadow of my own
head. But my ears told me plainly that someone was coming up. I
stared intently into the darkness and then saw a pale white oval
face and the upper part of a slim woman’s figure emerge before my
eyes. | knew immediately that she was my housemate on the other
side of the partition. When I first came to get a room, the old
landlord told me that besides himself there was a woman worker
who lived in this house and had one of the rooms. I had taken the
room without a moment’s hesitation because first of all I liked the
low rent and secondly, I was glad there was no real housewife and
children in the house. As my neighbour came up into my room, I
stood up and bowed politely. “Good evening, " I'said. “I moved in
today. I hope we’ll get along all right.”

She made no answer but her big dark eyes losked at me search-
ingly. Then she went to her door, unlocked it and went in. That
was all [ saw at my first encounter with her, but' for'sonie teason I
felt that she was a defenceless young thmg Her pomted nose, her
oval but ashen face and her small slim ﬁgure Q! seemed to indicate
that she was a desolate and pitiful soul. However, at that time, I
myself had enough worries of my own to spare much pity for some-
one who at least was not yet out of work, and I turned back to sit
motionless on the smaller stack of books, staring at the candle-

light.
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Nights of Spring Fever

A week had gone by since my move into the slums. Every day
when my neighbour went to work — she went before seven in the
morning and returned after six — she would find me sitting dully
on my stack of books watching the candle flame or the oil lamp
Perhaps her curiosity was stirred by my constantly keepmg to my-
self in a sullen manner. Finally, one day when she came up the
ladder after work and I stood up as usual to let her pass, she
stopped and looked directly at me.

“What is it you are always reading so hard every day?” she
asked in a faltering, timid voice. She spoke a soft pure Suzhou di-
alect but the feeling this charming tongue produced in me is impos-
sible to describe so I'll just translate her words into ordinary
speech. ‘

What she said made me quite red in the face. The fact wés that
though I placed a number of foreign books before me, as I sat
woodenly thus day in and day out, my mind was aétua]ly in com-
plete confusion and 1 wasn’t reading a single word. Sometimes 1 let
my imagination fill the space between the lines with strange shapes
and forms; at other times I merely glanced at the illustrations and
my fancy promptly conjured up fantastic images from them. Actual-
ly, at that time, I was suffering from insomnia and malnutrition
and was not in a normal state at all. Furthermore, since my onl);
possession in the world, the padded gown on my back, was. too
shabby for words, I hadn’t been able to go out m the dgytlmp. and
in my dark little room which let in no dayllght whatever, I had to
use a candle or the oil lamp all the time, so that my eyes, and legs

too, were weak from disuse.



