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By Lao She
Translated by Helena Kuo

SERGEANT TAO WAS a good-looking young man,
tall and well-built, with a clear ivory skin and
bright eyes. He was polite and cordial, as a true
northerner should be, but although he was basical-
ly kind, his vears in the army had hardened his
good nature and calloused his feelings. He could
be tough and cunning. He had a polished manner,
which made people like him, but it was hard to
tell when he was sincere. He had not known his
real self for so long, he had forgotten how he used
to be,

He had a mixed notion of what profit from any
deal should come to him. For instance, that
strange affair of Pao Ching the drum singer and his
daughter. Sergeant Tao had really meant to help
Pao Ching because he came from the north-—and
two northerners should help sach other. But he
had not told Pao Ching and Lotus Charm the best
way to save themselves, before they were inter-
viewed by Madame Wang. Yet when Lotus Charm
talked back to the old lady, Sergeant Tac was sure
that he was the savior of the Fang family, They
owed him everything, and as grateful fellow
northerners, should show their appreciation in an
appropriate way.

He was a frequent visitor to South Warm
Springs, managing to be in town on business
aimost every day. He began by bringing Mrs. Fang
bunches of flowers from the gardens of the Wang
mansion, and a basket or two of vegetables. And
who could send such a kind sergeant away without
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a drink or two and a well-cooked meal? He certain-
ly was a charming fellow. Of course his gifts cost
him nething, but having to entertain him regularly
was a strain on the Fang budget.

And Sergeant Tao was no mean drinker. He was
in fact the most fabulous drinker Pao Ching had
ever met. His capacity seemed to be limitless,
When he got drunk his face might grow a trifle
pale, but his conversation was always amusing.
Never did he annoy anyone, or become insulting,
and if he paid himseif occasional compliments that
was understandable,

Pao Ching had met all kinds of people in his
travels through the years, but he did not know
how to classify Sergeant Tao. He was not sure that
he liked him, but he could never be certain that he
disliked him. When he was away from the sergeant
he didn’t like hdm at all, but when the sergeant was
around, Pao Ching was often convinced that he
was the best of fellows.

Yet there was much about Sergeant Tao that he
did not like. The man was too smooth, too
anxious to please, too free with other people’s
drink,

With Mrs. Fang, Sergeant Tao got along very
well. Mrs. Fang liked men of all kinds, but with
Sergeant Tao she was completely at ease. She liked
Meng Liang too, but he was different—too
remote, with his education and culture. Sure, he
could play cards and smile, but when Sergeant Tao
was around she felt that she had never really risen
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to Meng Liang’s level. She could, of course, under-
stand the sergeant better, because he came from

the north, His colloquialisms were the same as.

hers, and his mentality was much the same too.
She understood and laughed at his jokes without
trouble. _

Day after day the two would sit together
making jokes and telling off-color stories. Mrs.
Fang was an accomplished fliri. When she was
sparring with a man, she knew just the right
intonation and how to use her eyes, She had no
interest in the sergeant, nor in any man, but it
kept her from being bored to exchange stories
with him. As for Sergeant Tao, he knew how to
handle Mrs, Fang. If she tried to play up to him,
he would slip out of the situation and still be
friends with her. This he had learned from being
an orderly to Commander Wang, who had several
concubines, some of whom had cast meaningful
glances at the handsome young soldier.

To Mrs, Fang, Sergeant Tao told the story of
his life. He: was an ambitious law-abiding young
man, One dream of his life was to be married and
to raise a family,'but: as yet he had not found a
suitable wife. These' local bumpkins! He shook
his sleck head. Well; how could a northerner marry
into such families. And as he spoke, his eyes
strayed to where Phoenix Girl was sitting at the
window, looking like a forlorn little sparrow wait-
ing to take flight. Yes, lamented Sergeant Tao
softly, he had as yet not met the right family to
provide him with a wife. :

Inside Mrs. Fang something kindled. The
sergeant would make a fine son-inlaw. That’s what
she wanted—a nice handsome fellow around.
That would be just the thing for her declining
years.

Sergeant Tao rarely passed up the opportunity
to get something good for Sergeant Tao. Phoenix
Girl might be no beauty, but she was a virgin, tight
and trim, and that would be fun for a few nights.
And she could cook, and keep house. Also, she
would be a link with the Fangs who he felt were
worth cultivating. Old man Fang obvicusly had
money; else how would he have paid all that bribe
money to Commander Wang. It made good sense.
He could marry the girl, have fun with her for a
while, and at the same time milk the old folks.

One night he and Mrs. Fang discussed the
matter seriously. She had been coy at first, oppos-

RENDITIONS Autumn 1978

ing the marriage just to tease him, but Sergeant
Tao was outspoken and convincing. Suppose Com-
mander Wang wanted to make more trouble for
the family. If their daughter was married to Wang’s
sergeant, how could he do such a thing? And when
the day came for him to quit Wang’s service, what
wonderful things he could do for the Fangs. How
could they miss the opportunity of acquiring such
a son-indaw? He stood up and flexed his muscles.
“See my strength. When D’m standing in the Jobby
of your theater, do you think anyone would dare
start anything? And I have worked for Command-
er Wang. What an honor for your husband. Don’t
tell me he doesn’t need a person like me.”’

That night Mrs. Fang talked to Pao Ching about
marrying off Phoenix Girl to the sergeant. At first
Pao Ching was shocked. Then he viewed it as a
reasonable proposition. He was glad that the sleek
sergeant hadn’t picked Lotus Charm. But was it
right to sacrifice Phoenix Girl? The sergeant was
surely not innocent. He might have been married
before. Well, if he was, how could one find out in
wartime? He had many things that would make
him a good son-in-law. After all, he was around
most of the time sponging on the family, so why
not let him marry the girl?

All night Pao Ching argued with himself.
Phoenix Girl should get married and settle down.
He would ask her if she cared to marry, if she liked
Sergeant Tao, If she did, well and good. Ounce she
was married she would be out of the family, and
was it not written somewhere that a parent could
not look after his children all their lives? Stupid
even o think one could.

When he asked Pheenix Girl, she blushed. But
when she blushed Pao Ching knew that meant yes,
so he accepted it. And yet he was worried. Perhaps
he hadn't been fair to her. This odd child of his,
although she was his own flesh and blood, had
never had a definite place in the family. Always
she had taken a back seat to Lotus Charm, the
adopted daughter. And she was so retiring that her
mother got mad at her. Well, this was her fate, to
be married to Sergeant Tao, who had asked for
her. He would do his duty as a parent. There
would be a grand wedding, as lavish as the village
could provide., He would give her a dowry and a
complete trousseau for the four seasons, and some
of the jewelry he had stored away. No one would
say that his daughter was married like a street-
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walker. He knew his etiquette. A wedding in the
Fang family would be a wedding to remember
wherever it took place. Show people, perhaps, but
show people with style,

Just after the New Year, Sergeant Tao posted
his deposit for the marriage with two of the town’s
leading citizens. Two rings were wrapped in
pieces of red paper, on which the sergeant wrote
his birthdate. To celebrate the contract, Pao Ching
gave a dinner at the town’s best Cantonese
restaurant. The guests of honor were the mayor of
South Warm Springs who registered the intention
of marriage, the police chief, the leader of the fire
brigade, and their friends. Pao Ching also invited
the Tangs and Little Liu. This was his opportunity
to show them that when his daughter got married,
he could do things properly.

Lotus Charm tried hard to talk to Phoenix Girl
about her forthcoming marriage. The night of the
dinner Phoenix Girl looked radiant in a green silk
dress, It was the first time that Lotus Charm had
ever seen her look nice, but she had been strangely
sient all through the proceedings, holding her
flushed face high and seeing no one.

“I"ll be so lonely when you are gone,” Lotus
Charm said that might as they prepared to go to
bed. Phoenix Girl did not answer. Lotus Charm
flung herself down on her knees and took Phoenix
Girl’s hand in hers. ‘“Please say something, elder
sister. Talk to me for once.”

“l want to go,” said Phoenix Girl dimly.
“There’s nothing for me here. No position, no
comfort, no home life, no love. So I'll take my
chance, If you marry the dog, follow the dog; if
you marry the cockerel, follow him. What else can
I do? I cannot earn a living. 1 can only follow you
and father from place to place. No one ever
notices me, no one wants me. I loathe not know-
ing how to make money, and I hate being your
shadow. You are beautiful, You can sing, people
loock at you and want you. No one ever wanted
me, except Sergeant Tao.” She smiled wanly.
“When T'm married I'll know that I have the same
ability as other women, to quit a man’s passion.”

Lotus Charm looked hurt, This strange girl talk-
ing like this, And after all the years she had tried
to be nice and friendly to her. “Do you hat¢ me,
elder sister?’ she asked coolly.

Phoenix Girl shooK her head. “I don’t hate you,
Your lot is worse than mine. You can’t-have a
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formal wedding like me. For that I pity you.”

She might better have driven an arrow through
Lotus Charm’s heart.

“Look at Jeweled Lute,” Phoenix Gitl con-
tinued, “Why does my father dare invite her to our
house? If she's out of jail, she is coming to the
wedding, he says. She sleeps with Little Liu and
many others as well. She’s a drum singer, the same
as you,”

Lotus Charm’s eyes flashed venom. Her lips
were thin white lines. “So you think I'm like her,”
she said impatiently. “You don’t hate me. You
just don’t consider me-—as if I were rubbish in the
gutter.”’

Phoenix Girl shrugged her lumpy shoulders. “I
don’t know,” she said, “I don’t know what I think
about you.”

Lotus Charm spoke after a long pause. “Elder
sister, please pretend that you love me—just for
make-believe. T have never been loved by anyone.
You know how mother treats me, so please, you
be different. Just say that you love me and that
you and I are best friends. Say it, even if you don’t
mean it. Give me some consolation. You know 1
haven’t one person who really loves me, and I
want someone to love me.” She bit her lips and
the tears bubbled in her eyes. ““l do, I want some-
one to like me.”

“All right,” conceded Phoenix Gitl, “I love
you, stupid. I am your best friend.”

Lotus Charm wiped her tears, Presently she
asked, “Aren’t you afraid to be married to a
strange man? Do you think he’ll treat you well?”

“QOf course I'm afraid, but what can I do? I'm
just a girl. Nothing is ever right for a woman in this
life. We’re animals. You are different, because you
earn money, but what does that get you. People
iook down on you because you sing for a living. I
can’t earn money, so [ have to do as T am told, and
get married. There’s no other way out. A man’s
going to get me, but he’ll have to sign a paper and
eat a big dinner first, Ha! ha!”

Lotus Charm thought for a while. “Do you
think those girl students are the same as we are?”

“Yow should I know?” retorted Phoenix Girl
bitterly. “I have never been a student.” she began
to cry, the tears gushing down her face.

Lotus Charm wept too. Poor Phoenix Girl. So
all these years she had felt lonely and unwanted.

-And now she was to be married. It meant that she,
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Lotus Charm, would move up in the family. Would
they marry her to a stranger? Who could tell? She
remembered what her mother had said: “There
never is a happy ending for a theatrical girl.”” And
Phoenix Girl said she hadn’t a chance of being
married formally as she was going to be. She
would have to be a streetwalker like Jeweled Lute,
Well, was that any different from being married
to a stranger for the money your father could
put on your head?

She went over and sat on the bed, where her
book was lying. She tried to read, but all at once
the printed words made no sense. They seemed to
say: “Lotus Charm, you are just a drum singer—-
Jeweled Lute the second. Who do you think you
are? Who? What ideas do you have? Forget them.
You’ll never be happy.”

When Meng Liang arrived to give her a lesson
she was struggling with her book. “I would like to
ask you something that’s not in the book,” she
said with a smile,

“Of course, Lotus Charm, go ahead.” Meng put
his hand in his pocket, and fingered a peanut he
found in the lining of his jacket.

“Mr. Meng,”” Lotus Charm demanded, ‘“‘what is
love?”

Meng Liang looked cheerfully helpless. Then he
said, “Why ask me about such a big problem all at
once? There’s really no answer.”

“You mean no one knows?”’

“Everyone knows, but no one understands, But
why do you ask this, Lotus Charm?”’ Meng Liang’s
thin face was serious. He sat down on the chair
opposite and stared curiously at her.

Lotus Charm licked her thin lips. “I want to
know because I know nothing. 1 have no brothers
or sisters. No friends. No one loves me. Men follow
me, and want to pinch me, Is that love? My sister
is getting married to a man she doesn’t know. He’ll
sleep with her, and she’ll cook for him. Is that
love? Young men and girl students walk in the
park hand in hand, and lie kissing in the grass. Ts
that love? Jeweled Lute goes to bed with any man
who will give her a dollar. Is that love?”

Meng Liang blew a loud breath as if puffing
invisible smoke from his stomach. “Take it easy,
girl. How can I answer all those questions at once?
I can’t, so let’s try just one of them. Your sister’s
marriage, for instance. That’s not love. It’s a kind
of horrible legacy bestowed on us by ancient
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custom. She has to obey her parents, and marry
some man, when she is old enough. If she were
modern and everyone were modern, she would
choose her own husband.”

“Like Jeweled Lute?”’

He shook his head. “She doesn’t choose
husbands. She just sells her body. In love there is
no element of buying or selling. Love is not a
business, but a life work.”

Lotus Charm thought awhile. She held her
sturdy brown ankle in her strong slim hands.
“Teacher Meng, if I were to make a friend of a
man would that be wrong?”

“No—not in itself.”

“If I decided to marry him myself would that
be wrong?’

“Not to my way of thinking.”

“Would a marriage like that be happier than the
one my sister {s entering into?”

“It all depends.”

“On what?”’

“I can’t say exactly. I told you there is never a
definite answer to such problems.”

“Then we'll leave marriage aside. Now if [ have
a man friend and my parents don’t like him, what
should I do?”

“Fight for him, if he is worthwhile.”

“How will I know if a man is worthy?”’

“How can I tell you that? You should be able
to tell.” Meng Liang sighed. “You see, your pro-
blem is like a vicious circle, one circle within an-
other. I think it would be more profitable for us to
go on with our studies,”

Lotus Charm did little work that day. Why
hadn’t Mr. Meng answered her questions? He
ought to have told her everything. Her confidence
in him was shaken. He had talked about everything
as if he had no real interest in her problem, and
yet he had suggested that she had the right to
choose her own husband. He had agreed to every-
thing she had said, and even advised her to oppose
her parents. What kind of man was he to give such
advice so casually and yet dodge answering the
main questions.

She decided to ask him again. She would frame
her questions to give him no escape. A mischievous
thought came. She snickered. Well, perhaps he
might instruct her in things besides calligraphy,
The thought was so ludicrous that she snickered
till her stomach ached.
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trouble to anyone, never had she cost the family
any extra money. Always she had been a quiet
willing household slave. And now she was going.

Mrs. Fang ordinarily cared little for Phoenix
Girl, but as she became more intoxicated she re-
membered that this was her daughter, her own
flesh and blood; and that she would be unhappy if
Sergeant Tao did ‘not treéat her well. These were
motherly sentiments well pickled in wine, which
made’ them taste better than if they were taken
plain.. -

Lotus Charm wanted to tell her mother that she
was: wﬂhng to. take Phoenix Girl’s place in her
heart; and’in’ the House. But she decided that this
was' not’ the appropnate moment. She could not
help remernbermg that her mother was weeping
and ‘moaning because Phoenix Girl was getting
marrled ‘but that she had not shed a tear when
she Wés in' danger of being thrown to Commander
Wang as an unwilling concubine.

Siiddenly Totus Charm heard-a commotion in
the living oom. She went o the door. Her mother
was shirieking at the top of her voice, and her uncle
Useless Fang was yawning. Her mother’s words
struck a chill into her unhappy heart. She felt
dizzy all at once, and then fired with a furious
rage. “When Phoenix Girl is gone,” her mother was
saying, “T'll have a wonderful time. 'm going to
get a baby boy, and bring him up as my own.
There are loads of war orphans, aren’t there? I’ll
take a good one—a little bastard with big eyes,
old enough not to wet his pants.”

So her mother would never love her. That was
clear. Whether she made money singing or sleeping
with men, her mother would never be satisfied.
She was just a drum singer without a real mother.
What kind of world was this, anyvhow? She felt
bitter and drained, as if her blood had turned to
ice and had frozen in her heart, Even the thought
that her father was kind, did not help. He meant
well, but what could he do? He couldn’t answer
her questions, he couldn’t be a mother and a
father as well.

She felt him beside her, and turned. He looked
older and tired, but his eyes were bright. He
touched her shoulder and said in a whisper, “Never
mind, Lotus Charm, when you get married I'll
make your wedding ten times as grand. The biggest
wedding ever. Do please believe me.”

She turned away and went back into the bed-
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room. Why had he said that? Did he think she was
jealous? She wasn’t jealous. She just hated the
world and everything in it. Tears came to relieve
her.

AFTER MENG LIANG had gone, Pao Ching sat
like a man stunned. Another loss. First, his
beloved brother, and then his best friend—the
person he respected most in the world. The
brilliant, friendly, and understanding Meng Liang,
But why had he gone? That he could not grasp.
And his lack of comprehension made him un-
happy. Tt was as if Meng Liang had given him a
mere glimpse of the ouiside world, and left him in
darkest ignorance.

How did Meng Liang differ from himself? He
began to compare his life with that of Lotus
Charm’s teacher. Point by point he reviewed their
characteristics and behavior. He saw his own
duplicity in dealing with people, His diplomacy,
his flattery, and his finagling seemed suddenly
cheap, Meng Liang was bold and straightforward.
He spoke facts right to the face, instead of ap-
proaching a subject in a roundabout way. And Pao
Ching saw himself as a weak person ready to curry
favor with the masses.

Pao Ching stood up suddenly. He put the letter
Meng Liang had given him in his pocket and
hurried out into the street. He would be devious
no more. He was going to look at the school. If he
liked it, Lotus Charm would start her studies right
away. No more delays. Meng Liang was right. If a
thing was to be done, it had to be done properly.

Yes, he would do his best for Lotus Charm, do

everything that was necessary, and give her the
chance to make good. If she failed it would be her
fault. He walked faster, his face lit, his heart beat-
ing with excitement, as if he himself were about
to start a new life. .

He found the school in the courtyard of a huge
house on top of the hill. It had only three class-
rooms. Its principal was an old lady who had
opened it as an academy for grown-up girls who
wanted education and for those who had missed
their schooling because of the evacuation.

She listened to him with polite deference. Pao
Ching kept nothing back. He told her about his
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profession and why he wanted Lotus Chamm to
acquire an education. He stressed particularly his
daughter’s lowly status. The old school teacher
quickly made it plain that she had no objection.
Everyone, she said, should have the right to go to
school, and she would be delighted to have Lotus
Charm as a student, She thought it best for Lotus
Charm to start with three courses—Chinese
language, history, and mathematics. That would
take only three hours a day. Then later, if Lotus
Charm preferred, she could take up cooking, em-
broidery, and domestic science, all useful for a girl
contemplating a good marriage. For these courses
there was no set schedule, the teacher explained,
and his daughter could practice them at home.

She explained that most of her young ladies
took the regular courses as well as domestic
science because they wanted their education to
match up to their husbands’. “Times have
changed,” she said with a sad smile. “An illiterate
“girl cannot hope to get married, no matter how
pretty she is, Not to the right type of man.”

Her words opened Pao Ching’s darkened mind
like a key. She was saying in other words the same
thing as Meng Liang. Times had changed. A girl
without talents was no longer a blessing, but a
Liability. To get a husband a girl had to be literate,

. The price of the tuition shook him a trifle. It
was fabulous, but he paid it willingly. Anything so
that Lotus Charm might receive an education and
associate with girls of good station. He had almost
forgotten Meng Liang’s letter. When he showed it
to the old. teacher she was immensely pleased.
“Mr, Meng is a man of knowledge and vision. He
has outstripped us all. Twenty years ago I was like
that, but I cannot keep up with him any longer.”

Pao Ching took Lotus Charm to school the next
day.

Lotus Charm was wearing a simple blue dress.
No make-up or lipstick. She was carrying her
books and brushes in a white cloth bag under her
arm.

The moment they were outside the door, Pao
Ching asked, “Would you like to take a rickshaw?”’

Lotus Charm lifted her head high, her eyes
bright, and said smilingly, “No, thank you, father.
I'd like to walk, to let the people in Chungking see
that I've become a frugal student.”

Pao Ching did not say anything. He was pleased
to see Lotus Charm so happy.
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After a short distance, Lotus Charm lowered
her head and said, “Father, let’s take a rickshaw. I
don’t know why, my legs feel weak.”

But when Pao Ching was about to call for a
rickshaw, she lifted her head again and said, “No,
father. I don’t think I’H take a rickshaw. I must
practice walking. T won’t spend my money on car-
fares. I won't ride a rickshaw even when it rains.”

“What if it is thundering?” Pao Ching asked.

“I'l use my hands to cover my ears.” She
smiled mischievously.

Lotus Charm did not seem able fo concentrate.
She talked about whatever came to her mind.
“Father, didn’t you say that you want to open a
school for entertainers? Please wait, father. When
I graduate, I’ll teach for you. Maybe someday I
too will be able to write new lyrics as good as
Teacher Meng’s.”

“You?” Pao Ching deliberately teased. He was
happy.

“Yes, 1, Lotus Charm replied, straightening
her back. “I have intelligence. I am a drum singer,
but I shall be a student as well. 1 am a rather
special girl among drum singers.”’

When they came to the foot of the hill, Pao
Ching wanted to walk up with her. But she
stopped him. “Father.” she said, ‘‘you stand here
and watch me go up. I want to walk into another
world, alone by myself.” She climbed briskly up
the stone steps.

After a few steps, she turned back to smile at
him, her hands patting her bag of books. “Father,
please go home. I’ll come home right after school.
I'm a good girl.”

STl watch you go up, I'll watch you.” Pao
Ching felt loath to part,

Slowly, she came to the gate of the school.
First she stopped to look at the huge pine trees
behind the school, then turned to wave to her
father at the foot of the hill.

Pao Ching locked up. She looked like a very
little girl in the distance, and he could distinctly
see the white bag she used to carry her books. He
remembered the first day when he had brought
her home. How tiny and pitiful she had seemed.
He said to himself as he waved to her, “Well now,
I must say I've done my duty toward you and
Teacher Meng.” He turned away.

Lotus Charm watched her father till he dis-
appeared from sight. Then she straightened her
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clothes and her hair, and walked into the school.

The minute she entered the gate, she seemed to
have forgotten who she was. She calied herseld,
“Lotus Charm.”

Yes, she was Lotus Charm. The old Lotus
Charm had gone. Only the new Lotus Charm was
left, as pure and fragrant as the lotus blossom
itself.

The principal gave her a chair and a desk in a
classroom with twenty other students. Some were
middle-aged women, some were girls in their teens.
Lotus Charm noticed that while a few were
dressed in expensive clothes, the others wore out-
fits as simple as hers. Some were reading, others
writing, and a few working at embroidery. In the
middle of the room was the classroom teacher, a
short stout woman in her forties,

None of the girls looked like Jeweled Lute,
Lotus Charm observed happily. She would enjoy
being with these girls and getting to know them,
and talking the way they did. They would prob-
ably talk about the same things as Teacher Meng.

She was soon aware, however, that everyone
was staring at her. Since she was used to being
stared at, she looked at the girl nearest her and
smiled. The girl did not smile in return. Lotus
Charm blushed and went on with her writing,
Then an uncomfortable thought came to her.
Suppose the girls recognized her. Well, they would
be bound to, for some of them must have been at
the theater, But she did not want to be recognized.
Yet how could she escape. There were only two
drum singers in Chungking singing Peiping ballads,
she and Jeweled Lute.

Then she thought she heard a loud whisper,
“It’s her.”” A silence and then someone whistled.
The girls began to talk excitedly as if a storm had
suddenly broken in the room. Again there was a
silence. Then a harsh complaining voice said,
“Well, my dear, times have changed. I never
imagined we’d have to take our lessons with a
whore.”” And quickly another voice added, “What
kind of school is this anyway, making respectable
women sit with streetwalkers?” This woman was
about thirty. She had hard cold eyes and stared
venomously dt Lotus Charm, She was the mistress
of a war lord, Lotus Charm knew. The other girl
was a black marketeer’s daughter.

One girl picked up a ball of paper and threw it
at Lotus Charm., Somewhere someone cried,
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“Chase her out! Chase the dirty whorel!”

The teacher thumped on the desk. “Attention!
Attention!” But the whispering continued. The
girls were eyeing Lotus Charm angrily, and veicing
their protest.

_ Lotus Chamm turned white with rage. She sat
still as a statue. Who were these girls to throw evil
words at her! She turned and looked at them. One
of them put her thumb to her nose, another made
an ugly face. Lotus Charm’s temper was rising.

The teacher went to the door to call the
principal. The black marketeer's daughter took
advantage of this to cry in a loud voice, “If they
let streetwalkers in here, I shall have to leave. 1
cannot afford to associate with such people,”

“] second that,” said the mistress of the war
lord, She threw her knitting on the floor. “Let’s
get 1id of the dirty little tart.”

Lotus Charm stood up. She began to tear her
book into shreds with trembling hands. Then, as if
making her exit on the stage, she walked out.
Behind her she heard the girls laughing, Vile words
came rolling after her like bowling balls.

Qutside the classroom she burst into tears. She
had reached the gate when the principal caught up
with her. The little old lady took her into her
study and wiped away her tears. “l am sorry, my
dear. T had no idea this would happen, It is my
fawlt. I took in girls of low status because Mr.
Meng advised me, and you see what happens, They
mock you because you know how to behave. 1 am
ashamed.”

Lotus Charm sat biting her lips.

“And don’t worry, I'll arrange everything. I
shall talk to them,” the old lady continued. “You
are a good girl, and you must be treated as such.”

Lotus Charm did not answer. When the old lady
said she must come the next day she shook her
head, and walked slowly home,

At the bottom of the hill, she turned to look

up at the huge house. Her head felt swollen and

dizzy, but she must walk on, back to the world of
whores and concubines and kept women, and dirty

money. Never again would she try to go up the' -

hill, to be insulied. Never!

She walked on, her heart heavy, her whole' =
body aching with grief. Her mother was right: =
once an entertainer, always an entertainer. You' . *
could not climb, No one ever respected a drum -

singer. She did not blame Jeweled Lute for having L
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what fun she could get out of her sordid life.
Jeweled Lute was smart. She didn’t try to climb to
be insulted by other women. She made the most
of what she had, and pleased all the men she
could. And Phoenix Girl was right, too. How smart
to get married instead of looking for an education.
And a voice spoke inside her, “Lotus Charm, go
downt. Go down the same path that Jeweled Lute
and Phoenix Girl are on. It may not be a good
path, but it is yours. Get on it quickly, and know
yourself. Silly little tart,”

Since she did not want to go home, she sat on
a stone by the roadside watching the traffic go
by. No mother, no father, no brothers or sisters,
A girl alone, in a dirty profession, with no hope.
She had tried to get in 2 new world today, but
she had been turned out. She was beaten.

Across the street was the Kialing River, its blue
waters swirling along to the estuary, That was it.
She should end her worthless life. But she didn’t
want to die. She looked at her feet. How beautiful
they were, how firm and strong, and her firm
white legs. Should they die so soon? She touched
her face. The skin was firm and young. It was her
face, and it must live. She placed her hands on her
breasts, and felt their soft firmness. They were
young, too, they had to live.

How silly to think of death when life was
waiting. She would live without going to school.
There were hundreds of girl drum singers, and they
went on living, even those who became concubines
and part-time whores. That kind of thing didn’t
kill you.
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She began to walk again. Her blood was warm
now. She would live on. She could go to the
movies and enjoy herself while she could. If
Jeweled Lute could be happy, so could she,

She began to hurry, her little braids flapping in
the breeze. She noticed that people stared at her,
but she didn’t mind. She was Lotus Charm and
Lotus Charm was going to a movie. Movies were
better than school,

Later she went home. She had thought to tell
her mother and father what happened, but when
she saw her mother’s face she decided not to. What
good telling her. She would not sympathize.
Probably she would laugh. She could hear her
mother saying, “A dog cannot become a goat even
if it has two homs. Ha! Ha!” No, she would not
tell her mother. And her father would be angry.
She did not want him to lose face. No, she loved
him too much to tell him what had happened. She
wouldn’t tell anyone, She’d just keep going to
school at the proper time, but she wouldn’t go at
all.

In her room were some books and brushes. She
picked up a book and read a few words. Then on
impulse she tore the pages into tiny pieces and
threw them out the window. The best place for
them. Goodbye to books forever. Her mother
couldn’t read. Nor could Jeweled Lute, Phoenix
Girl, or Mrs. Tang. But they were all alive and in
good health. She broke the handles of her two
brushes across her knee. The hairs she picked out
one by one and laid them in the palm of her hand.
Then she blew them into the air.






