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In a remote mountain village there lived a family of two, Old
Li and his granddaughter, Li Xiuni. Old Li was ill and stayed on
the kang all day long while Xiuni went out to gather firewood or
cultivate a patch of land to support the two of them. She was a
comely, sturdy and capable girl. The year she was twenty-one, mis-
fortune befell her. Their landlord Lin Botang came from Beiping
(Beijing, Peking) that winter to collect his rents, saw Xiuni’s beauty,
and became determined to make her his concubine. He was well
over fiflty and had already had a number of concubines. Now he
became cnamoured of the healthy, unsophisticated Xiuni, and must
have her at any price. She wept bitterly and tried to kill herself,
but all her resistance was in vain.

Two months later, when Xiuni was with child, Lin took her
to his home in Beiping. That same night her old grandfather tottered
with the aid of his stick to the Baihe River near the village and
let himself fall in.

As for Xiuni, residence in Lin’s household changed her from
a bright, intelligent girl into a witless creature who would go all
day without uttering a word and who, except when eating or doing
some odd jobs, would look blankly at the wall. When Lin’s wife
Xu Fengying saw that Xiuni was pregnant she did not treat her
badly during the first few months, for none of her own children
had lived, and she wanted a child for the Lin family.

With the birth of her child Xiuni’s spirits revived a little, and
she lavished all her love on the baby girl. A smile on the preity in-
tant’s face could ease her mental anguish, make her forget her humi-
liation for a while, and give her courage to go on living.

But one day Xu Fengying sent for Xiuni and, taking the child
from her, said sternly:

“This is Mr. Lin's daughter — I'll look after her. Get out, you
shameless beggar!” '
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Xiuni was stunned and, weeping bitterly, dashed her head
wildly against the wall. She vainly struggled to get hold of the
child. In Xu Fengying’s arms, the child stretched out her little
hands and cried for her mother. Xiuni was seized by the brutal
servants and bundled into a car which was waiting at the gate to
take her away.

Xiuni’s child was given the name Lin Daojing by Lin Botang
At first he and his wife were quite fond of her, but when she was
thrce and Xu Fengying gave birth to a son, the little girl’s troubles
began. Beaten for the least offence, she slept with the servants and
was not allowed in the main rooms unless summoned to appear
there. She spent her time playing in the streets with the waifs who
went about collecting cinders from the garbage heaps.

The only one in the household who showed any concern for
her was Aunty Wang, an old nurse who did what she could for her
behind Xu Fengying’s back.

_ When Lin Daojing finished primary school and was admitted

to a boarding middle school for girls in the Western Hills outside
Beiping, there was a noticeable improvement in her stepmother’s
attitude. Lin Daojing had grown into a tall, slender girl. Her beauti-
ful face was a shapely oval, her skin fair and flawless as translucent
jade, and her long black eyebrows arched gently towards her tem-
ples. But her most striking feature was her eyes, at once sad and
arresting, She had always been a quiet child who kept to herself
most of the time, not caring much for company. This was not what
interested Xu Fengying, however, but the fact that the girl was blos-
soming into a beauty was. She decided to give her the education con-
sidered requisite for a smart young lady who was to marry a wealthy
and influential man.

It was now 1931. Two months before Lin Daojing was to
graduate she came back to school one afternoon after a visit home,
and sat for a long time in the schoolroom in unusually low spirits,
Her friends eyed her curiously.
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“Whas did your mother call you home for, Lin Daojing?” asked
one of them. “What’s happened (o upset you so?”

“My father is bankrupt. He went to court over some property;
but he lost his case and is ruined. Without a word to my mother,
he sold all the land he owned the other side of the Great Wall and
walked out, taking his concubine with him. I'm all the property left
to my mother.”

“What do you mean? How can you call yourself property?”

“My mother wants to make money out of me. She sent for me to
tell me to marry a wealthy old man so that she can go on living in
ease. | refuscd — ['ve broken with her!”

When the holidays started, she could not but prepare to go
home. As the ricksha jolied slowly along the rough road, her heart
grew heavier and heavier.

When she airived home her mother was playing mahjong with
some guests. Lin Daojing was surprised at her affectionate wel-
come.

“This is Director Hu,” said her mother, indicating the sallow,
emaciated man in Western clothes in the seat of honour. “This is
my daughter Daojing,” she said with pride, smiling obsequiously
from her puffy eyes. Daojing’s heart contracted suddenly and she
hurried to an inner room.

A fortnight or so later, her mother was in a good humour and
took her shopping, buying her a white muslin gown and a pair of
white canvas shoes. That evening she cooked some of Daojing’s
favourite dishes, and after supper bade the girl and her younger
brother, Daofeng, sit beside her for a pleasant chat. Suddenly she
said: “I’ve good news for you! Director Hu, who often comes here,
has taken a fancy to you and admires your ability as well as your
looks. He’s never been married and he’s still in his thirties. He’s
a man of weaith and influence.”

Daojing could restrain herself no longer:

“Don’t, mother! Stop trying to arrange a match for me. T'd
sooner diz than become the plaything of any of those warlords and
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high officials.”

Her mother jumped up in a rage.

“You vile creature! So you think you’re a fine lady, eh? Your
low-class mother could only breed a low-class daughter. A concubine
from a hole in the mountains! What can you expect of any child of
hers? You don’t see what’s good for you. You’d better do as [ say,
or I'll sell you to pay for all the rice you’ve eaten!”

Daojing, stunned by this outburst, stood as if rooted to the
ground. Then she eséaped to her room and sat there in a dazed for
hours.

Before daylight, she tiptoed to Aunty Wang’s room and caught
hold of her thin arm.

“Tell me, aunty. What was my mother like? How did she die?
Why have you always kept the truth from me?”

“Poor child!” Aunty Wang said. “Do you remember, when you
were just a tot, I told you a story about a girl who went to cut
firewood? Well, that girl was your mother!”

Xiuni had been torn from her child, forced into a car and
sent as a gift to a friend of Lin Botang. She had escaped and rushed
back like a mad woman to claim her daughter, but the gate of the
house was bolted against her, and she could find no way in. She
wandered frantically about, her hair dishevelled, eating and drinking
nothing the whole day, running here and there and crying piteously:

“Give me back my child! Give her back to me! Have you no
heart? You deserve to be hacked to pieces! Give me back my child!
Oh, give her back to me.”

But Lin Botang had had her tied up and then forcibly removed.
Poor Xiuni, driven distracted, was afterwards sent back to her
mountain village near the Baihe River. That same evening, she
threw herself into the river.
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Daojing fell back on the narrow bed, as though unconscious,
After a time, she struggled to raise herself and, laying icy fingers on
Aunty Wang’s thin hands, moaned scoftly, “mamma!” She wept as
she had never wept before.

“Don’t cry, child! If your mother hears you, there will be
trouble!” But even as she urged Daojing to stop crying, she was
wiping her own eyes.

Daojing suddenly sprang up. “I'm not afraid of them any
more!” she cried. “I'm going to leave this house.”

2

Daojing did not go back to school, for it would have served
no useful purpose. Inwardly vowing never again to cross the thresh-
old of her hateful home, she went to see Wang Xiaoyan, a good
friend whom she had known since primary school. After spending
three days with her, she took the train to Beidaihe, a village by
the seaside, to seek out her cousin Zhang Wenging and his wife.
Just before the end of the term her cousin had written to say that
they would be staying on at their school during the holidays. It now
seemed as if she had made the long journey for nothing — they had
gone!

“Why don’t I find the headmaster and ask him for news?”
This idea brought fresh hope to her. She was directed to his house.

“Mr. Zhang and his wife? Ah, yes . . .” The headmaster stopped
to smile, “It’s most unfortunate that two days ago they both resigned
to take up better posts — somewhere in the Northeast, I understand
. . . Well, you’re not the first one to visit relatives and find them
gone. | suppose you have nowhere to stay for the present? Never
mind, tonight you can put up in our village. You must let me aci
as host in Mr. Zhang’s place.”

Daojing felt too much at a loss to speak.

The headmaster, sensing her distress, asked with a respectful
smile:
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“What is your name? . . . Miss Lin? Well, Miss Lin, don’t stand
on ceremony. You've come a long way to visit your relatives, and
if you're in any difficulty, please let me know. Your cousin and I
were colleagues. I will do my best to help you. I'm Yu Jingtang, a
native of this village.” -

“I came to see my cousin because. . . I want to find a job.
Have you a vacancy in your school for a teacher?”

This abrupt question took Yu Jingtang by surprise and told
him that he was dealing with an inexperienced girl.

“As for that . . .” He hesitated, then smiled, blinked his eyes
and said, “That can be arranged, yes, indeed. You must stay in my
humble house tonight, and we can talk about an appointment tomor-
row.”

“Thank you, Mr. Yu! I ncedn’t trouble you. If it’s convenient,
I can stay in the school.”

“Good, good, good!” he agreed, and led her back to the school.

Early the next morning she was awakened by the sound of the
sea pounding against the rocks. The vigorous, rhythmic roar of the
billows drew the romantic young woman. Hurriedly eating the break-
fast brought by the old doorkeeper, she went down to the beach.

The sea, the mysterious, majestic sea! The vastness and gran-
deur of nature eased the tension from which she had been suffering.
She took from her pocket her treasured mouth-organ. Playing tunes
learned in her childhood, she strolled along the beach.

One evening a few days later she was brooding there over the
ebb tide when a voice near by recalled her from her dreams. _
“You ought to be going back for supper. Old Kao is waiting for

»

you.

Daojing turned to see a smiling young man, dark and thin,
standing beside her. She had seen him before on the beach, but
this was the first time he had spoken to her.

“Thank you!” Hardly knowing what she said, she turned coldly
away and hurried off.
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