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“Do dead people turn into ghosts or not?”
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1. On the twenty-third of the
fwelfth lunar month the Hearth
God was supposed to go up to
make a report.

2. The Confucian schoal

in the Song Dynasty (960-
1279) which claimed that all
things in the universe and the
feudal order were ordained
by “Reascn” and could never
change.

3. Referring to Kang Youwei,
Liang Qichao and others who
in 1898, supported by Emperor
Guang Xu, started a bourgeois
reform movement, After this
was crushed by the die-hards,
Kang Youwei and others fled
abroad and organized a royalist
group advocating constitutional
monarchy, becoming a
reactionary political clique.

4. Atenth-century hermit.
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The end of the year by the old calendar does really seem a more natural end to the year
for, to say nothing of the villages and towns, the very sky seems to proclaim the New
Year’s approach. Intermittent flashes from pallid, lowering evening clouds are followed
by the rumble of crackers bidding farewell to the Hearth God' and, before the deafening
reports of the bigger bangs close at hand have died away, the air is filled with faint whiffs
of gunpowder. On one such night I returned to Luzhen, my home town. I call it my home
town, but as I had not made my home there for some time I put up at the house of a
certain Fourth Mr. Lu, whom I am obliged to address as Fourth Uncle since he belongs ro
the generation before mine in our clan. A former Imperial Academy licentiate who believes
in Neo-Confucianism,” he seemed very little changed, just slightly older, but without any
beard as yet. Having exchanged some polite remarks upon meeting he observed that I was
fatter, and having observed that I was fatter launched into a violent attack on the reformists.’
I did not take this personally, however, as the object of his attack was Kang Youwei. Still,
conversation proved so difficult that I shortly found myself alone in the study.

I rose late the next day and went out after lunch to see relatives and friends, spending the
following day in the same way. They wete all very little changed, just slightly older; but every
family was busy preparing for the New-Year sacrifice. This is the great end-of-year ceremony
in Luzhen, during which a reverent and splendid welcome is given to the God of Fortune
so that he will send good luck for the coming year. Chickens and geese are killed, pork is
bought, and everything is scrubbed and scoured until all the women’s arms — some still
in twisted silver bracelets — turn red in the water. After the meat is cooked chopsticks are
thrust into it at random, and when this “offering” is set out at dawn, incense and candles are
litand the God of Fortune is respectfully invited to come and partake of it. The worshippers
are confined to men and, of cousse, after worshipping they go on letting off firecrackers as
before. This is done every year, in every household — so long as it can afford the offering
and crackers — and narturally this year was no exception.

The sky became overcast and in the afternoon it was filled with a flurry of
snowflakes, some as large as plum-blossom petals, which merged with the smoke
and the bustling atmosphere to make the small town a welter of confusion. By the
time I had returned to my uncle’s study, the roof of the house was already white
with snow which made the room brighter than usual, highlighting the red stone
rubbing that hung on the wall of the big character “Longevity” as written by the
Taoist saint Chen Tuan.® One of the pair of scrolls flanking it had fallen down and
was lying loosely rolled up on the long table. The other, still in its place, bore the
inscription “Understanding of principles brings peace of mind.” Idly, I strolled
over to the desk beneath the window to turn over the pile of books on it, but only
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5. Compiled by Luo Pei in the
Qing Dynasty for use in the
imperial examinations,
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found an apparently incomplete set of The Kang Xi Dictionary, the Selected Writings
of Neo-Confucian Philosophers, and Commentaries on the Four Books.” At all events 1
must leave the next day, I decided.

Besides, the thought of my meeting with Xianglin’s Wife the previous day was
pteying on my mind. It had happened in the afternoon. On my way back from calling
on a friend in the eastern part of the town, I had met her by the river and knew from
the fixed look in her eyes that she was going to accost me. Of all the people I had seen
during this visit to Luzhen, none had changed so much as she had. Her hair, streaked
with grey five years before, was now completely white, making her appear much older
than one around forty. Her sallow, dark-tinged face that looked as if it had been carved
out of wood was fearfully wasted and had lost the grief-stricken expression it had
borne before. The only sign of life about her was the occasional flicker of her eyes. In
one hand she had a bamboo basket containing a chipped, empty bowl]; in the other, a
bamboo pole, taller than herself, that was split at the bottom. She had clearly become a
beggar pure and simple.

I stopped, waiting for her to come and ask for money.

“So you're back?” were her first words.

“Yes.”

“That’s good. You are a scholar who's travelled and seen the world. There’s something
I want to ask you.” A sudden gleam lit up her lacklustre eyes.

This was so unexpected that surprise rooted me to the spot.

“I’s this.” She drew two paces nearer and lowered her voice, as if letting me into a
secret. “Do dead people turn into ghosts or not?”

My flesh crept. The way she had fixed me with her eyes made a shiver run down my
spine, and I felt far more nervous than when a surprise test is sprung on you at school
and the teacher insists on standing over you. Personally, I had never bothered myself in
the least about whether spirits existed or not; but what was the best answer to give her
now? I hesitated for a moment, reflecting that the people here still believed in spirits,
but she seemed to have her doubts, or rather hopes — she hoped for life after death and
dreaded it at the same time. Why increase the sufferings of someone with a wretched
life? For her sake, I thought, I'd better say there was.

“Quite possibly, I'd say,” I told her falteringly.

“That means there must be a hell too?”

“What, hell?” T faltered, very taken aback. “Hell? Logically speaking, there should be
too — but not necessarily. Who cares anyway?”
“Then will all the members of a family meet again after death?”
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“Well, as to whether they’ll meet again or not...” I realized now what an utter fool
I was. All my hesitation and manoeuvring had been no match for her three questions.
Promptly taking fright, I decided to recant. “In that case...actually, I'm not sure.... In
fact, 'm not sure whether there are ghosts or not either.”

To avoid being pressed by any further questions I walked off, then beat a hasty retreat
to my uncle’s house, feeling thoroughly disconcerted. I may have given her a dangerous
answer, [ was thinking. Of course, she may just be feeling lonely because everybody else
is celebrating now, but could she have had something else in mind? Some premonition?
If she had had some other idea, and something happens as a result. Then my answer
should indeed be partly responsible....Then I laughed at myself for brooding so much
over a chance meeting when it could have no serious significance. No wonder certain
educationists called me neurotic. Besides, I had distinctly declared, “I'm not sure,”
contradicting the whole of my answer. This meant that even if something did happen,
it would have nothing at all to do with me.

“I'm not sure” is a most useful phrase.

Bold inexperienced youngsters often take it upon themselves to solve problems or
choose doctors for other people, and if by any chance things turn out badly they may
well be held to blame; but by concluding their advice with this evasive expression they
achieve blissful immunity from reproach. The necessity for such a phrase was brought
home to me still more forcibly now, since it was indispensable even in speaking with a
beggar woman.

However, I remained uneasy, and even after a night’s rest my mind dwelt on it
with a certain sense of foreboding. The oppressive snowy weather and the gloomy
study increased my uneasiness. I had better leave the next day and go back to the
city. A large dish of plain shark’s fin stew at the Fu Xing Restaurant used to cost
only a dollar. 1 wondered if this cheap delicacy had risen in price or not. Though
my good companions of the old days had scattered, that shark’s fin must still be
sampled even if I were on my own. Whatever happened I would leave the next day,
I decided.

Since, in my experience, things I hoped would not happen and felt should not
happen invariably did occur all the same, I was much afraid this would prove another
such case. And, sure enough, the situation soon took a strange turn, Towards evening
I heard what sounded like a discussion in the inner room, but the conversation ended
before long and my uncle walked away observing loudly, “What a moment to choose!

Now of all times! Isn’t that proof enough she was a bad lot?”
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6. This was said by the Song
Dynasty Neo-Confucian Zhang
Zai.
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My initial astonishment gave way to a deep uneasiness; I felt that this had something
to do with me. I looked out of the door, but no one was there. I waited impatiently till
their servant came in before dinner to brew tea. Then at last I had a chance to make
some inquiries.

“Who was Mr. Lu so angry with just now?” I asked.

“Why, Xianglin’s Wife, of course,” was the curt reply.

“She’s gone.”

“Dead?” My heart missed a beat. I started and must have changed colour. But since
the servant kept his head lowered, all this escaped him. I pulled myself together enough
to ask.

“When did she die?”

“When? Last night or today — I'm not sure.”

“How did she die?”

“How? Of poverty of course.” After this stolid answer he withdrew, still without
having raised his head to look at me.

My agitation was only short-lived, however. For now that my premonition had
come to pass, I no longer had to seek comfort in my own “I'm not sure,” or his
“dying of poverty,” and my heart was growing lighter. Only from time to time did
I still feel a little guilty. Dinner was served, and my uncle impressively kept me
company. Tempted as I was to ask about Xianglin's Wife, I knew that, although he
had read that “ghosts and spirits are manifestations of the dual forces of Nature,®”
he was still so superstitious that on the eve of the New-Year sacrifice it would be
unthinkable to mention anything like death or illness. In case of necessity one
should use veiled allusions. But since this was unfortunately beyond me I had to
bite back the questions which kept rising to the tip of my tongue. And my uncle’s
solemn expression suddenly made me suspect that he looked on me too as a bad
lot who had chosen this moment, now of all times, to come and trouble him. To
set his mind at rest as quickly as I could, I told him ar once of my plan to leave
Luzhen the next day and go back to the city. He did not press me to stay, and at
last the uncomfortably quiet meal came to an end.

Winter days are short, and because it was snowing darkness had already enveloped
the whole town. All was stir and commotion in the lighted houses, but outside was
remarkably quiet. And the snowflakes hissing down on the thick snowdrifts intensified
one’s sense of loneliness. Seated alone in the amber light of the vegetable-oil lamp I
reflected that this wretched and forlorn woman, abandoned in the dust like a worn-out
toy of which its owners have tired, had once left her own imprint in the dust, and those
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