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I seldom cared to visit the famous lake although I lived in
a city along its shore. Filled with reeds and large craft, it
seemed exceptionally narrow and cramped and noisy. Some-
times I went rowing with a few friends in the evening, but ev-
ery night it was the same bedlam. The clash of cymbals, the
high-pitched squeal of fiddles, the unpleasant singing, the
men’s raucous shouts, the seductive laughter of painted wom-
en with sleekly oiled hair, the cries of the vendors on the lit-
tle pedlar boats . .. swept the placid surface of the lake like a
huge wave.

And so, whenever I went to the lake, I would close my
eyes and ears to my surroundings and withdraw into my own
thoughts. Occasionally, when the sunset colours were reflect-
ed on the water, I would stroll along a quiet sector of the
lakeside green grass after the rain and watch the twittering
birds flit among the branches of the trees. I would feel rather
stimulated, moved by a profound consciousness of nature and
excited by innumerable far-reaching thoughts.

One day at sunset, violet and purple rays illuminated the
emerald trailers of the weeping willows on the dyke. In a lit-
tle pond beside a temple huge lotus leaves grew higher than a
man. Although the lotus flowers, pure as carved white jade,
had slowly closed their petals after noon, one or two bees,
lured by their scent, still hovered, reluctant to depart. On the
dark green water, scarlet clouds shimmered golden; the rap-
idly lowering rays in their midst were a remarkable variety of
hues. Layer upon layer of colour, interweaving and interplay-
ing, shone with a dazzling brilliance.

It had rained heavily for six or seven hours the night be-
fore. Today the sky was clear and I walked alone along the
west bank of the lake, enjoying the fresh-washed scene. My
leather shoes left sharp prints on the moss-covered flagstones
of the inclined path.

In the centre of the lake people were shouting, quarrel-
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ling violently. I walked slowly towards the far end of the
stone-flagged path. Rustling willow trailers and the water-
pepper shrubs that had just come into flower beside the trem-
bling reeds danced in the west breeze at the edge of the wa-
ter. This was perhaps the coolest and most secluded spot on
the entire lake. Except for the steps of an infrequent passer-
by or two, the only sound was the twittering of the little birds
in the trees greeting the eventide. Frogs in the tangled grass
croaked rhythmic accompaniment.

Although this made me feel somewhat more cheerful than
usual, I had no desire to retain the rapidly fading scene. For
it reminded me of the words, “the dusk of the dying sun”— a
phrase I found rather depressing.

My head lowered in thought, I walked with heavy weary
tread. The violet and purple sunset rays were growing dim-
mer, the light of the sun having already more than half sunk
in the reflecting water. Although I knew it was getting late. I
did not wish to return home. I sat down on a large white rock
by the lake’s edge. Listening to the last of the cicadas droning
in the late summer night, I was conscious of an air of auturan
in the golden haze drifting on the water’s surface. I sat alone
beneath the willows and watched the dusk light fading in the
distance and observed far off the tiny glow of the first lamps
of evening. The weather was no longer very hot during the
day; with evening came a certain soft coolness. At the same
time, probably because of this coolness, I was vaguely stirred
cy an indefinable excitement.

As I sat wrapped in idle thought, suddenly I heard a rus-
tling behind the willows. It came so unexpectedly in the quiet
darkness, I was a bit startled. A moment later, I heard light
footsteps threshing through a cove of reeds. I leaped up, cir-
cled the willows and emerged on the other side of the cove. It
was quite dark by then. I couldn’t see clearly. On a mud
bank beside the reeds I seemed to perceive a small figure.

“Who's there?” I shouted.
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But the shadow made no reply.

Ordinarily, this was a very quiet spot. At night, it was
even more deserted. Now, it was growing darker and darker,
and the reeds and the willows were rustling faintly. I felt a bit
afraid. “Who's there?” I cried again. Just as I was turning to
leave, the little dark figure on the mud bank replied in a small
weak voice:

“It's me, Little Shun... I'm here. .. fishing.”

He practically swallowed the last word and his voice
trembled slightly. He sounded like an eleven-or twelve-year-
old little boy. I was very suspicious.

“How can you fish after dark?” I asked him. “How can
you see?”

Again the small shadow did not reply.

“Where do you live?”

“In Horse Head Lane....”

There was something about that weak voice that sounded
familiar. I took a step closer and asked, “Have you always
lived there?”

“No,” the little boy replied quickly. “I used to live on
Peace Street....”

Suddenly I remembered. “Oh! You're the Chens’ little
boy. ... Isn’t your father a blacksmith?”

The child pulled in his bamboo fishing pole and ran to
me, barefoot, down the mud bank. “Yes.... Papa is a
blacksmith. But who are you?”

1 drew nearer and peered at the child’s face. I could ba-
rely recognize him. What had happened to the darling Little
Shun of five or six! His face was blackened — either by mud
or soot. He wore a short homespun blue robe that was well
up above his knees, and he reeked of mud and sweat. When
he heard me call his name, he stared at me in astonishment.
He didn’t know who I was.

I remembered him when he was four or five — I was
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very fond of playing with children then. Whenever I passed
his door I saw him sitting on his mother’s lap beneath the big
shady old elm tree. He always sang me his song about the lit-
tle rooster.

More than six years had passed, and I was often away
from home. People in my family told me that Little Shun had
moved, no one knew exactly where. When I passed his house
and saw someone else’s name on the door I felt sorry, as if I
had lost a constant companion!

Meeting him today again in the cool dusk by the lake-
side, how could I help but be surprised? Strangest of all, how
could the rosy-cheeked Little Shun with the clean white hands
have become virtually the same as the dirty little beggar boys
on the street? His father had been a respectable blacksmith,
quite able to look after his child financially.

I led Little Shun over to the rock and made him sit
down beside me. I told him how I often saw him when he
was very young, and how I had played with him and made
him laugh. He looked at me, bewildered. I began to ques-
tion him.

“Where is your papa now?”

“At home, you might say....” Little Shun replied hes-
itantly. From his expression I could see that he thought this
old friend was rather peculiar.

“Is he still working?”

“What?... He goes out every day, but he never. ..
brings home any money. ... Working?. .. I don’t know.”

“What about your mother?”

“Dead,” the boy retorted briefly.

I was shocked. But of course it had to be. Little Shun’s
mother had been a frail little woman. People said she had
borne seven children in thirteen years. Little Shun was the
only one that remained alive. But I hadn’t thought her time
would come so quickly!

“Who else do you have at home now?”

“I've got a ma, a new one....”
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“Oh, is your family poorer than before? You look...."

Little Shun had always been an intelligent child. At my
blunt question, he stared off into the misty distance. Then he
dropped his head. After a long time he said in a low voice:

“Sometimes we have nothing to eat. My papa is often
away from home....”

“Where does he go?”

“I don’t know. . .. He doesn’t come home till after break-
fast.... I hear that he works in an opium den.... I don't know
where.”

His low voice spoke very slowly. I was beginning to un-
derstand. I felt compelled to go on.

“How. .. how old is your new ma? Is she good to you?”

“I hear she’s only thirty. She comes from a family inside

the East Gate. ...” An uneasy expression stole over his face.
I asked him;
“Does she beat you?”

“She? No, she has no time.” He said this decisively.

If the young woman was the sole support of a family like
his, she obviously couldn’t have much time to spare!

“And what sort of work does she do?”

“Work? She doesn’t work. But she gets very busy late
every afternoon. That's why I can’t stay home.... Every
evening I come out to this cove of reeds; only here... just
here....”

Little Shun had learned to take a grown-up attitude. He
wrinkled his small nose and snorted: “There are always
guests in our house! Sometimes two or three in one night.
Sometimes not a single one shows up....”

I was rather shaken. But he continued:

“... My ma can earn money to buy us food. ... When
they come, she chases me out. She never lets me go back till
very late. My papa knows. He doesn’t come home at night
either....”
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By now I knew quite well what kind of environment Little
Shun came from. It was like something in a novel: a tousle-
headed child, sallow, thin, with sunken eyes, every night
had to wander among the reeds, barefoot. When he grew
hungry, he could talk to his friends — the birds and the
frogs, or listen to the music of the wind blowing through the
reeds.

His father was a waiter in an opium den. His mother —
rather his stepmother — in order to keep alive did the bitter-
est of all things — she sold her flesh.

Only the stars kept Little Shun company when he re-
turned home in the still, deserted night. But the following
day, it was the same all over again. It was too much like a
piece of fiction. I couldn’t believe it. I remembered him so
well as a clean, lovable child. How could he have come to
this?

“What kind of people are they,” I asked him, “these
men who come to your house every night?”

“I don’t see them very often,” said Little Shun, “and
then only for a moment. Some wear grey military tunics, with
army caps cocked over one eye. Some smell of kerosene oil
and wear thick silver watch chains on their vests. A few are
dressed in long scholars’ gowns. Usually we have three or
four visitors a night. But sometimes not even one comes to
our door.”

“Why is that?”

I felt my persistent questioning was very unkind to the
child. But I couldn’t stop.

Little Shun laughed. “Don’t you know? All the houses in
Horse Head Lane are open to visitors every night!...” He
laughed again, as if amused that I, an educated person,
should understand so little.

There didn’t seem to be anything else to ask him. I
couldn’t bring myself to make this innocent child tell any
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more of his tragic history. He appeared to have something on
his mind; he gazed abstractedly at the stars shining palely
through the dusk.

If his own mother were still alive, perhaps things would
be different. I mused. The life this poor woman who is his
present mother leads is no better than hell!

Ah, the family! The family organization and the pressure
of the times, the urgent need to make a living! I had come
for an idle stroll along the lakeside after the rain. But instead
of finding relaxation, I ended with many troublesome prob-
lems knotted in my breast.

Just think of it. Suffering hunger and discomfort, a child
must come to a cove of reeds at dusk and remain half the
night. His mother, because the burden of supporting the
whole family rests on her, must endure endlessly the worst of
all humiliations. Such a life is less than human! The poor in
our present society can take only this hopeless, dead-end
road!

I was consumed with doubts. I felt agitated, unable to
sit still. And the lakeside scene which had given me such
fresh, soothing impression had long since been swallowed up
by the darkness.

Knowing that Little Shun did not dare to return home
yet, I didn’t have the heart to leave him to watching the star-
light alone by the shore. I sat down beside him beneath the
willows. Though I wanted to question him further, I felt that
it would be too cruel. In silence, I reflected on the fact that a
child is moulded by his environment... and I trembled for
Little Shun and all other children like him!

Suddenly an agitated call drifted over from the opposite
bank. “Little Shun. ... Where are you?...” I jumped to my
feet. The child was so frightened that he dropped his fishing
pole into the water and began hurrying along a small path. I
was completely bewildered; I didn’t know what had hap-
pened. Just then a middie-aged man burst through the reeds,
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took Little Shun by the hand, and rushed off with him. I
heard the man say:

“Your father was arrested by the police tonight. . .. They
raided the opium den.... We couldn’t tell your mother.
Master Wu is calling on her. Who would dare to disturb
him!... Child, you were the only one we neighbours
could notify. ...”

Their shadows gradually disappeared into the night, and
the man’s voice faded away.

Slowly, I trudged home. Few people walked abroad in
the dense night mists. There was a weight on my chest, as if
the atmospheric pressure that evening was exceptionally
heavy. The stars that guided me were very pale, not nearly so
bright as usual.

August, 1922



