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A sweep of sea breeze skimmed the island,
driving away the heat that had survived the day.
The evening was quiet; the whole island was
wrapped in a blanket of misty darkness A
myriad blazing stars, seemingly brighter here
than elsewhere, alone sparkled in the decp blue
sky. The sun, people were accustomed to
bragging, supplied the island with an especial
splendour in the day, and the stars, an ex¢ep-
tional radiance at night.

Gradually all the electric lights went out.
A few buildings, scattered here and there,
protruded in the darkneds, shielded by innumer-
able luxuriant trees. Spiral roads stretched
lazily downward, corkscrew fashion, from the
cliff-shaped summit to meet comparatively b.usy
gtreets at the foot of the hill. Most of the
shops at the time had been closed for the day.
The roads extended further toward the:-. 1 und,
along which stood several hotels, mostly ihree-
storey structures. From within those new-style
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a STAR

windows issued bright electric rays, bealing
upon the sea,

The sea lay under a cloak of black, tranquil
and seemingly asleep. Some ten or twenty small
junks, unhired at the moment, werc moored in a
row alongside the bund. Only a few lonely
electrie lamps dimly lighted the wide, deserted,
and slightly wet stone pavement. Several
boatmen were dozing on the bow of their boats,
waiting for fare.

Suddenly a rippling and sculling sound from
afar broke the stillness of the gea; it was a small
craft coming nearer and nearer towards the
gshore. The drowsy boat skippers by the bund
stirred, looking with intense inte.est towards the
moving object. Moved by the incoming currents,
the moored boats, too, began to frolic lightly, up
and down, right and left. As the newcomer drew
near, the idle boatmen rose to their feet, and
manoeuvered their craft to a new line-up te
make room for the arriving craft.

A lanky youth, wearing a white cork hat,
climbed ashore in a few long strides. After
putting on his student uniform, which he hLad
been eavrying on his arm, he silently wended his
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way towards the interior lanes, buttoning up his
coat as he walked.

On the second-floor verandah of a compara-
tively big hotel along the bund a French window
suddenly opened, and tle shadow of a man
emerged. IHe, too, was youngish, dressed in an
opencollar shirt, with a pale long thin face and
wearing an abundant crop of dishevelled hair.

He was leaning against the verandah-
railing, his eyes riveted skyward, scanning, with
a feeling of intimacy, the numerous stars in the
firmament. “These stars have not changed a whit,
except that they have grown a little brighter,”
he mumbled. e felt irrepressible emotions
surging within. Still gazing at the stars, his
lips murmured someone’s name. He could feel
a mist coming over his eyes. His hands grasped
hard at the cold cement support on the rail,
trying harder to check his tears. A knock at
the door had eluded his ears, and not until the
room resounded with footsteps did he wake up
from his reverie.

The visitor was the lanky youth who had
just disembarked from the small junk, his white
cork hat in his hand and a smile on his almost
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triangular face The two stared at one another
for a while; finally it was the host who hurried
over and gave the guest a warm hand-clasp,
greeting him in staccato:

““Chia-chen . . . at last you have come.
You have no idea . . . how long I have heen
waiting . . . tosee you. Everywhere I have
inquired . . fornews about you . . . 8o
genuinely happy was lie that tea s brimmed his
eyes. BSlowly he withdrew his hand. Chia-chen,
however, was not as overcome by emotions as his
host, though he was probably just as glad t> see
him. “I’ve received your letter, and for ages I
have wanted to come to see you,”” he replied
calm'y. “P’ve also read about your arrival in
the papers. Chib-liang, so you’ve becomec a
famous writer, eh9”’

Like a needle it pricked Chih-liang’s heart,
that last remark of Cbia-chen’s. I i3 brows
knitied slightly, unable to tell whether Chia-chen
had made that dig intemdionally. But seeing
Chia-chen’s face still conspicuous with a grin,
with no trace of intended 1 a'ice, he said half-
reproachfully:

“Is it nice to start a conversation by being
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sarcastic? I thought, you see, that you had
already forgiven me after all these years.”

“Well, aren’t you now a well-known figure?”
Chia-chen defended himself good-naturedly, still
grinning widely. He gave Chih-liang a friendly
pat on the shoulder, while his eyes serutinized
his face.

“You know, you haven’t changed much,”
Chia-chen observed, in the tone and manner of
an old man talking to a boy. ““Except a little
thinner . . . afew more wrinkles on your brow.
T’ve heard your name mentioned here and there,
and read your literary masterpieces. But often
I have wondered how on earth you could have
written such stuff.”

“Don’t let us just talk,”” Chih-liang quickly
broke in, for at the mention of his writings, his
face uncontrollably turned red. ““Let’s sit down
on the verandah, what do you say?”’ And without
waiting for Chia-chen to answer, Chih-liang
moved a chair outside. Thus circumstanced,
Chia-chen had no other alternative but to leave
his hat on the table and help move another chair
to the verandah.

They sat down, both convinced they had
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much to talk about, yet momentarily not knowing
Where to begin. Both looked towards the opposite
the, it was a vast expange of darkness, with
only flimsy shadows of a few desolate islands.
Their eyes could not see the bustling town from
where they stood. The sea remained calm and
serene. They lifted their eyes skyward, and the
stars seemed to be the only active elements in
the quietness of night, each twinkling brilliant-
ly. For some time it was the stars which held
their gaze.

Chia-chen was first to redirect his gaze from
the stars to the dreamy expression on his friend’s
face. ‘‘Chih-liang, what’s on your mind? I
have never before seen you in such a pensive
mood.”

“Oh ,nothing,’’Chih- ha,ng returned blankly.
Then turning his face around and eyeing Chia-
chen, he changed his tone: *‘“Hew cruel you
people have been! Not one single word from
you all these years. No doubt, you’ve been
unusually busy, but it wouldn’t take much time
to drop me a few lines now and then, would it9”’

“Well, I really don’t blame you for the way
you feel,” Chia-chen remarked in his habitua,
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com posed manner, smiling an honest smile, “but
what’s the °‘ood of correspondence? You see, we
be ong to totally different worlds. You have
steadily continued your climb up the ladder of
success, while I°ve been in the rut, 50 to speak.”
“What “rot yow’re talking. ”> Chih- liang
retorted gently. Every word from his friend’s
mouth, though uttered without malicious intent,
had hurt. Sadness clutched at his heart while
his mind wandered back to past years.

“You see, Chia-chen, the past still lives
vividly in my mind. Not for one moment have
1 forgotten you two. It’s I who have been
fogotten, or else all the letters I have sent you
wouldn’t have remained unanswered.”

Seizing Chih-liang’s psychological mood,
Chiz-ehen argued that tru'y they had not, ever,
shoved him to limbo. ‘‘Besides,” he added,
“you are not the type that can be easily
forgotten. In addition to your voluminous
writings Which we frequentiy see in various
perfodicals and magazines, your ‘name is
practically on everybody’s lips.”” Then hurried-
ly, he put in a word of explanation—he wasn’t
teasing him, every word was gospel truth.
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““But what price fame . . . writings ¢ *
Chih-liang was quick to philosophize with a
sigh, his face one of melancholy. He turned
away to look at the stars, lest his face might
betray his mental restlessness His heart
became too acrobatic to be easily pacified.
Finally no longer able to maintain his self-
restraint, he abruptly turned around again and
asked Chia-chen point-blank: “How is Ch’iu-
hsing? Tell me, how is she?”

Chia-chen was, for a while, visibly startled
by Chih-liang’s quavering voice and lachrymose
expression, but later he understood. Well did
he know that Chih-liang and she were once
friends of quite intimate standing, but thought
he had long accepted that as buta elosed chapter
in his life. Only now, being a witness of his
agitated wood, was he convinced that the
memory of Ch’iu-hsing wus still working havoe
with Chih-liang’s heart. He found himself in «
most miserable dilemma, anxious on the one hand
to let his friend into a secret, yet on the other
hand sympathy for Chih-liang got the better
of him, reinforeing his decision not to tell

Finally, instead, ke s mply said, consolingly:
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““She’s fine. We see one another a good deal.
After all, what’s the - se of still moping over
Ler?”” Iie grinned, a grin which he knew was
artificial. Chih-liang said not a word, merely
staring absent-mindedly at the sky.

“Could you take me to see her?” Chih-liang
blurted out suddenly, without turning his face.
He had gatherel all his strength to keep calm,
- but his unsteady voice was no false testimony to
his uncontrollable emotions.

“Why not?” Chia-chen replied frigidly,
after weizhing the question, then added in an
enforced chuckle: “But it would be better for
you, as well as her, that I rather not.”

“You must,” Chih-liang insisted, almost in
an entreating tone, staring at Chia-chen with
pleading eyes. “Don’t you see I have got to see
her? I have s> much to say to her. Don’t you
see that I’ve come all the way just to see her?’”’
He was no longer what he had pretended to be,
his sham bland indifference gone. His eyes
sparkled with excitement, anxiously expecting a
reply. %

“Don’t you worry, old boy! She’ll come to
see you,” Chia-chen said after some hesitation.
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Then he rose to his feet, paced the fioor, absorhed
in thought; then he stopped and leaned against
the railing, his back to the sea and sky, showing
in good measure the lankiness of his body.
“You really think she’ll come?” Chih-liang
inquired, evidently greatly relieved, yet some-

what doubtful. “Where is she, where is she
now??”’

Chia-chen told him she was on the opposite
shore, and said: ““You see, we came together.””

““Then why didn’t she eome here with you¢?’’
Chih-liang wanted to know, his heart burning so
as if it were about to pop out. And in a

trembling wvoice, he asked: “Has she got all my
letters?”?

Chia-chen nodded assent, and explained tha-
Just now she was occupied. “That’s why I came
over here alone. I ean assure you she’ll come to
see you. DPerhaps tomorrow, or the day after.”

Chih-liang leaned back on his chair,
contented. Intense elation added lustre to his
flushed face, on which also appenred o seli-
satisfied smile. He gazed dreamily at tic sky,
unmindful of Chia-chen’s sedate eves focussed on
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him. But what he saw at the moment was not
the glittering stars, but memories of their past—
his and hers.

“Has she changed mueh?” Chih-liang asked
chattily, awakened from his day-dreaming. But
without awaiting Chia - chen’s answer, he
continued: “I still remember how she looked,
her cherubic round face, her bright shining eyes,
her willowy eyebrows, her exquisitely chiselled
nose. And when she spoke, how eclear and
melodious the tone! You remember, Chia-chen,
that we used to nickname her “wasp’ because of
her slernder figare and slim waist?”’

Chia-chen listened quietly; several times he
wanted to laugh, to sigh, but he remained a
master ¢f himself. The mention of the word
“wasp’’, however, was the last straw; he just
couldn’t eontrol himself any longer, and laughed
out loud. Still laughing, which incidentally
served as a mere shield for the multiple feelings
rising in him, Chia-chen remarked: “I suppose
you eouldn’t sy three words without a profess-
ional touch., It sounded to me as though you
were writing a novel, which should hawve been
saved for vour admiring readers.”’
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Having said that, he looked towards the sea
which was placid and calm. From the bund
came laughing voices. Three young girls—of
the artiste type—all dressed in jackets and long
trousers, each of a different colour, were coming
ashore from a junk. Swinging their silk
parasols, they laughed and talked while they
made their way towards the interior lanes.
Chia-chen grinned, a little sadly, and turned
round to look at Chih-liang.

Not a whit discouraged by Chia-chen’s
remarks, Chih-liang continued to paint pictures
in his mind’s gallery, and being a novelist he
knew how to build a background and weave a
plot with himself as the central figure in an
imaginary future life. The possibility of its
realization was not his business, for the moment
at least. Suddenly he said to Clhia-chen, not
without pride: “I know she’ll come.”’

The situation had become a little odd, Chia-
chen felt, and his mind was troubled. He had
not expected to find Chih-liang in such a state of
mind, much less his longing for her. He had
alweys thought that Chih-liang had been happy
in his work and life. While fighting the idea of
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pouring cold water on Chih-liang’s head, he
nevertheless eould not forget the real motive of
his visit. Should he now pour out to his friend
what he had planned to tell? He weighed the
question thoughtfully while slowly measuring
his steps towards his chair, and sat down.

“Chih-liang,” he finally broke the silence, his
voice composed as usual, “tell me, have you been
happy all these years®”’

“Why do you ask me such a question?”
Chih-liang was startled. His perplexity mounted
as his eyes found the seriousness that hung over
his friend’s countenance.

“Just answer me yes or no,”* Chia-chen
pressed the question. ‘“Have you really been as
happy as your writings make you out to be?”

Chih-liang nodded, and answered slowly: “I
suppose s0.” \

“But I have a feeling you are not telling me
the truth,” Chia-chen quickly retorted. And
seeing Chih-liang was going to interrupt, Chia-
chen gesticulated to him to hold his tongue:
“Wait till T finish. Not that we haven’t taken
a great interest in your welfare. Do believe me,
we’ve practically devoured everything you
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wrote, and incessantly inquired of people news
about you. But the truth is: you and we have
been drifting further and further apart with
the passing of time.”’

“If that was so, it couldn’t be helped,”
Chih-liang could no longer remain silent. ““You
see, I had never agreed with your philosophy of
life. I had to go my own way.” Chih-liang
could not have spoken his mind with greater
sincerity, and he pronounced every word with
considerable physical energy, as if only thus
could he drive home to the listener’s mind what
he had to say.

Chia-chen made no immediate comment. He
just stood up, biting his lip. Again he leaned
against the rail. Meanwhile, Chih-liang’s elated
face gradually turned into one of plain worry.

“Ilaven’t you realized something is lacking in
your writings?” Chia-chen asked. “You just
said that you had to follow your own course, your
own road® But what road was it, do you know?
Your books aro chockfull of philosophy and
beautiful phrases which make you out to be wiser
than vou really are. You are a success yes, in
the eyes of your realers. Only we, your old
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friends, know there is something sadly wanting
in your life. That is why I have come to see
you.”

This, indeed, was like a bolt out of the clear
blue sky, coming as it did from his friend.
Every word, which he loathed, was now ringing
in his ears, knocking also, as it were, at his
heart. He shot Chia-clien a painful glance, and
suddenly felt the huge shadow of his friend
casting a heavy load upon his being. His heart
in tumult, he struggled to his defence:

“You still misunderstand me as you have
misunderstood me all along, The reason why I
sailed a different course from yours was not
because of fear of sacrifice. On the other hand,
haven’t you yet realized that all the sacrifices you
have made were not of the useful type? If we
can do something that’s more worthwhile, there
is no reason why we shouldn’t. ~ That was why 1
elected to tread my own road . . . ? He was
now 0o overcome by emotion to continue.

Chia-chen, who did not seem to have bsen
moved by Chih-liang’s speech, said dryly: ““You
th nk then that your readers understand you
more thoroughly than we do? Don’t fool yourself.
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T comprehend your way of thinking like an open
book. You would say - . . everything should
be allowed to develop in its natural way . .
it would be wrong to push it by human force .
knowledge is the most p'uwerful thing in life,
and ignorance should be eliminated. That was
why you left us to embark upon a literary career,
wasn’t it? Everywhere you’ve been preaching
your philosophy, but the result? Now, even
you yourself have turned a renegade to the
pliilosophy in name yours. Ycu have been only
running eircles around your pretty, high-
gounding phrases, with a void in your leart
which I can detect. Your literary works dress
you up to be happy and jovial, but I can read
between lines the gloominess, misery, sadness ar d
hopelessness which is part of you. It’s no use
arguing with me. Just tell me in plain words
whether you crave something which you havn’t
goi.”’

Chih-liang listened attentively. At times
he had wanted to break in. Now his face became
crimson red, looking a little mad, for he had a
feeling that Chia-chen was once more “pulling
his leg”. But later his flushed face turred wan,
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misory written all over it as if he realized that
the secrets buried deep down in his heart had
been but an open book to his friend. He screwed
up all hig strength to steady himself, unwilling
to have Chia-chen sense that his mind was only
a jumble of thoughts.

“What business ig it of yours t> drag all
this nonsense out?” Chih-liang finally exploded,
no longer master of himself. ““And after all
these years? Perhaps you thought I would be
easy buit for your oratorical trick, but you arc
wrong.” He jumped to his feet, darted into the
room, pacing the floor listlessly. Then out he
came again, and leaned against the rail by the
side of Chia-chen, his eyes staring at the sea.

ATl the while Chia-chen had not moved an
inch, seemingly unaffected by Chih-liang’s
restlessness.  In reality, however, he shared
Chil-liang’s mental agony. Only of different
stuff was he made, not easily permitting trifles
to ruffle his temper. TIf he had felt badly, he
had kept his emotions within the innermost
receptacle of his soul. The only visible difference
wag his slightly knitted brows,

“Chih-liang,” he called intimately. Chih-
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liang, evidently finding himself week-willed to
meet his friend’s penetrating gaze, turned his
head away... “I’m not here to pick a quarrel with
you,” Chia-chen said gently, his hand resting on
Chih-liang’s s’ oulder in a broticrly manner.
“Believe me, we are still your friends, taking
just as great an interest in your affairs as we
always have done. Well, I’ve got to run along
now, and you may rest assured that I shan’t be
a nuisance to you from now on.”

Those words filtered into the cockles of Chih-
liang’s heart, and heé was greatly touched. His
thoughts leaped back to years before when he
and Chia-chen and Ch’iu-hsing were together like
brothers and sister. Only later had his outlook
in life undergone a metamorphosis, and he had
been unwilling to keep step with Chia-chen and
Ch’iu-hsing when t!ey made up their mind to
transplant their lives to a new city. He had
then sailed a different course—that of a novelist.
New environment and new friends had widened
the gap between him and them, and at times he
felt he had totally forgotten them. No, that was
only what he thought, for in truth she had
never been out of his mind, her image gradually
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looming so large that nothing he did could
banish it from his mind. That image had even
drawn him to where he was now standing.

Now he wasn’t dreaming any more. It was
real. Chia-chen was there with him, telling him -
news about her. Chia-chen’s face and voice
carried him back in memory to past associations,
and he considered his meeting with Chia-chen an
event to be treasured. But now he was harping
on. leaving and not coming back, which knocked
realization into his head that he should not let
petty arguments stand in the way of revived
friendship. Perhaps, he reminded himself, he
had given the interview a bad start; he had cven
forgotten to ask him how they had been getiing
along.

Thus reasoning within himself, he pluckily
grasped Chia-chen’s arm, and said in an almost
repentant and imploring tone: “Chia-chen,
you van’t go away like this. 1 won’t let you.
Forget everything I have just said, will you?
You see, I wasn’t exactly in. the right mind.
Let’s sit down and talk to our heart’s content; I
can put you up here for the night. Now tell
me, how hag the world been treating vou? and
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her? You know, I was much interested in her,
and I still am.” His. voice had never been
tremulous ag it was now. He punctuated hisg
remarks now and then with a moaning note, as
if words were the only outlet for the pent-up
loneliness that had acecumulated in his heart
these past years.

Chia-chen made no reply, and neither did he
make any move to depart. He remained in
abject reticence; a far-away look came into his
eyes. 1t wasn’t the sky he actually saw, but
Chih-liang’s sunken countenance. In his mind
two thoughts were in conflict. Finally coming
1o himself, he said, placidly:

“Chih-liang, there is something T must tell
you. She and I are now living together.”

Chih-liang stared blankly at his friend, not
seeming to understand what Chia-chen was
saying, Only after a good while did he say,
“Really? 1 mnever thought of it,”—his face
burning hot. His strength was failing him. He
walked about restlessly, and slumped down in
his chair. “Why didn’t vou tell me at the
beginning?”” he mumbled, as if talking to him-
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self. He could not muster up enough courage
to look Chia-chen in the face.

Chia-chen’s observant eyes had not missed
even the minutes! reaction in his friend: his
motion and facial expression. Knowing that
his last remark had been a terrible blow to Chih-
liang, he fell a prey to indeseribable emotions.
“I nover thought you cared that much,’® he
whispered.

To that Chih-liang made no denial. The
stars in the sky were sparkling with their usual
brilliance, but to Chih -liang they became
suddenly unfamiliarly dull and waning. He
seemed to be in the midst of a dream. And
worse, what had just transpired before his very
eyes was hardly what he would expect even in a
dream. Chia-chen’s shadow suddenly flashed
across his eyes, rousing him from his reverie.
His eyes met Chia-chen’s sympathetic gaze, and
he smiled a sardonic smile.

“Is it still all right for me to see her now??*

“What nonsense!” Chia-chen immediately
returned, visibly moved. “Didn’t 1 just tell
vou she would come to see you? In fact, you -
are most welcome to stay with us for = couple of
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days.”” He paused, anxious for a reply. But
none came, so he added: “You must be awfully
tired now. You’d better get some rest., Ch’iu-
hsing and T will come tomorrow.”

. Without further ado, Chia-chen went inside
the room, put on his hat, and after a few long
strides he was gone,

With mingled feelings of perturbation and
helplessness, Chih-liang listlessly watched Chia-
chen leave, till there was not the slightest trace
of him. He remained moctionless

The night was chilly. His room presented
a different atmosphere, more forlorn and bare.

All night long, Chih-liang dreamed the
gtrangest assortment of dreams. While he wag
still in bed the next morning a bell-boy brought
him a message from Chia-chen, which read:

“Ch’iu - hsing rang me up early this
morning, said she had gone home and
couldn’t come to see vou. I’m going back
by the noon bus, and if you wish to see her,

meet me at the station.” .

Appended to the missive wag a sketchy chart
showing the directions from the hotel to the bug
station.
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His wateh informed him 1t was already past
ten Without wasting time he jumped out of
bed, and dressed hurriedly. Carrying a suit-
case, he hot-footed to the bund and engoged a
boat, making for the shore across

He knew time was presgsing when he disem-
barked; so without dilly-dallying he called a
rickshaw. A good number of coolies flocked
about him, all equally eager to pull him, but he
had no way to make himself understood as to the
place he wanted to go to, for none of the pullers
were versed In Mandarin; finally a young
student came to his rescue. By the time he
reached the station, the bus was already full.

The station was situated on a narrow road,
which was at the time under repair. Dust was
fiying high, and broken pieces of stone were to
be seen everywhere. Several tardy customers,
carrying light luggage, were standing at the
station entrance, while two vacant buses were
parked on the other side of the road. There were
several food vendors’ stands nearby, around
which stood dmall knots of people, busy satisfy-
ing their hunger. .

With considerabl: effort Chih-liang squeezed



24 STAR

his way toward the bus, hut he was greeted with
only unfamiliar faces. He backed down and
planted himself at the station, utterly helpless.
The sun beat down upen the earth in all its
fierceness; it was suffocatingly hot. The strange
dialects coming from all directions further
depressed him. Beads of perspiration literally
rolled down his face, which was beginning to
burn, and his lips were parched. Fanning
himself with his straw hat was, under such
circumstances, of little avail. ,

The bug started off, leaving behind a cloud
of dust which forced him to retreat a few steps
for refuge. With great disappointment, he
watched the public conveyance move until
it turned the corner and was gone. He was
about to make his way to the station office
to inquire about the schedule of the mnext
bus when he was patted on the shoulder from
behind. He turned round and there standing
before him was Chia-chen, a bundle under his
arm.

“The bus is gone.  What are we to do?

“Nothing to worry about. We take the bus
across the road.”’
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Chia-chen was right. There was no mistak-
lag the fact that one of the two buses parked on
the other side of the road—the one in frent—wag
already being gradually filled up. Why hadn’t
he noticed that? Chih-liang wondered.

Noise and dust pervaded the interior of the
bus, and a strong smell of perspiration invaded
their nosteils, Apparently used to such mode of
travel, Chia-chen was, Chih-liang noticed, quite
at home. The bus being now packed full except
for one seat in front. Chia-chen let Chih-liang
have that only available seat, himself standing
by Chih-liang’s side.

“These buses here aren’t as good as those in
Shanghai, T’'m sure. You’re feeling quite
uncomfortable, aren’t you?”” Chia-chen remark-
ed casually, smiling.

“Idon’t mind, it’s only a matter of a few
hours. Only it’s stifling hot in here,”” Chih-
liang returned, mopping his face.

Chia-chen explained that the heat wouldn’t
be so oppressive when the bus was on the move.
Soon the conductor appeared, and Chia-chen
bought two tickets. In an instant the bus began.
quaking along the very uneven road.
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The landmarks the bus passed were all
strange to Chih-liang. By the time it approach-
ed the country roads, the bus bamped more
vigorously, simultaneously emitting a great deal
of noise. Conversation, under such circumstan-
ces, was out of the question, so Chih-liang turned
hig eyes to survey the landscape around him.

Lying under a scorching sun, the road was
the colour of pink. Everything was so brilliant-
ly fresh—the trees gloriously garbed in green
foliage, the brownish open fields, the clear
shining brook. Bearing testimony to an
abundant life were the luxuriant banyan trees.
So impressed was Chih-liang by these lively
surroundings that he felt ag if a thin net of
umbra was slipping off from his body; he seemed
to be passing through a process of rejuvenation
as time wore on.

Soon the bus came to a halt. The passengers,
after alighting, raced to the river bank like a
group of athletes to make the ferry. “What
beautiful scenery you have here, and I'm
beginning to envy you,” Chih-liang said while
walking down the stone steps at the river bank,
still panting from the eftects of his running.
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Chia-chen smiled an acknowledgment, and the
two jumped aboard the ferry boat

The gorgeous surroundings overwhelmed
Chih-liang, who standing on the boat deck
together with Chia-chen surveyed the landscape
with dancing eyes and a light heart. The river
was broad, a vast expanse of foamy water
obstructing his view. He could see only a blurred
outline of the shore in the distance. Unaccount-
ably, Chih-liang found himself once more
mentally active, the image of Ch’iu - hsing
quickly coming to focus in his mind’s eye. The
novelist in him again played a predominant
part, but only for a short while, for his mind
was soon confused. He looked at Chia-chen, who
too was absorbed in deep thought, but whose
face was perennially calm.

“Chia-chen, are you happy with her?”
Chih-liang asked abruptly.

“With her? Meaning whom?” Chia-chen
inquired, as if uncertain of the question.

Chih-liang felt a trifle embarrassed by the
counter-question, which he took as intentional
on Chia-chen’s part to put him “on the spot’ so
to speak.



28 STAR

“I mean you and Ch’iu-hsing,”” Chil-liang
‘straight-forwardi~ qualified, his face a little
reddened. ¢So-s2,” Chia-chen answered simply,
and then added: “Surely we’re happy.”

Shooting a glance at Chia-chen was all
Chih-liang did to write finis to the conversa-
tion. Soon the boat reached its destination,
and the two hurriedly leaped ashore. In a
near-stampede the passengers made a rush for
the bus, which was already properly parked
there, and Chia-chen and Chih-liang were the
first two to hop aboard. Their eflorts were
rewarded with two comfortable seats.

“Life down here ig a perennial struggle,
‘gee?’”  Chia-chen observed half-jestingly, and
grinned.

They had not the opportunity to talk much
before the Dbus chauffeur started the engine
running. As the vehicle continually rocked
onward, bearing them closer and closer to their
destination, Chih-liang’s thoughts instinctively
turned to his impending meeting with Ch’iu-
hsing He harboured the hope that Chia-chen
would supply him with more information about
‘her, yet at the same time he realized the
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unbecomingness of asking too many questions.
In fact, he recalled, the few inquiries he put to
Chia-chen had elicited only replies of the barest
sort, for Chia-chen was apparently deeply
“engrossed in thought, the mature of which he
had no idea. Keeping his mouth’ shut was,
therefore, the only feasible thing for him to do,
under waich condition he returned to his old
hobby of enjoying make-believe contact with her.

While the bus was stopping at one of the
main stations, a number of passengers alighted
only to be immediately replaced by others.
Chia-chen, too, get off to buy a box of cakes, but
someone was heard calling him from outside the
window as he returned to the bus. After handing
the package of eatables to Chih-liang, Chia-chen
thrust his head outside the window, and there
waiting for him was the middle-aged uniformed
siation-master.

“Ch’iu-hsing passed through here just a
while ago, and told me you were coming by this
bus,” the station-master said in Mandarin. Then
his face brought closer to Chia-chen, he whispered
into his ear, his tone most seriously concerned-
“Heard any news?”’



30 STAR

“The situation hasn’t come to the stage of a
showdown, in my opinion,”” Chia-chen replied,
his voice equally low.

“The militia after all are not a formidable
force,”” the atation-master commented, after
looking around cautiously, a little worried.
“You people had better be a trifie more careful.
If it’s true that Wang Kuo-kang has had
adequate liaigson with his henchmen inside the
city, it is almost certain that he will launch a
counter-attack.”’

“I suppose 80,”” Chia-chen half-nodded, his
exterior calm as usual. But before the station-
master had a chance to continue, the bus started
moving.

Chih-liang couldn’t help overhearing their
conversation. Wang Kuo-kang, he knew, was a
notorious bandit chieftain, who only three
months wgo had been in occupation of the
ancient city, toward which the bus was now
heading, only to be driven off later by the militia.
Ignorant as he was of the present whereabouts of
Wang Kuo-kang, he was convinced, by the
conversation he had just overheard, that the
situation was anything but normal and peaceful.
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Suddenly he grew nervous for Chia-chen, but
seeing that his friend was his usual composed
self quickly allayed his worry.

The wheels of the bus rolled endlessly along
the sun-baked red ochre road in a monotonous
rattle, and in* quick succession the vehicle
rumbled through several openings in the hills.
Fertile banyan and longan fruit-trees by the
roadside flew rapidly past.

The picturesque panorama of the South
China countryside—so tranquil, harmonious and
radiant—attracted Chih-liang’s undivided atten-
tion with the irresistible power of a magnet. So
intoxicated was he with the seductive beauty of
the scenery that all connected with Wang Kuo-
kang was now forgotten.

The atmosphere changed to one of hustle
and bustle as the bus entered the ancient city.
Chia-chen got off first, and Chih-liang followed;
the small hand on his watch pointed to the figure
four. Four militiamen, shouldering rifles, were
performing sentry duties at the station, while
two or three uniformed men, stooping, were
examining the bigger luggage of the pas-
sengers. :
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Even in the wee hours of the morning Chih-
liang was still very much wide awake, sitting
solitarily at the desk and making entries in his
diary. He wrote:

““At last T’ve seemn her. While I’m
writing this, my heart still suffers from the
after-effects. It’s turning somersaults. At
the mere thought of meeting her, as a matter
of fact, my heart already seemed at the
moment to be on the verge of explosion.
Was it ecstacy? Trepidation? Agony? T
really can’t tell which. T felt I had
completely and utterly forgotten myself,
yet at the same {ime it seemed I was
conscious only of myself.

‘‘She hasn’t changed much. No. The
same Ch’iu-hsing as I resnembered her when
we bade each ether God-speed. The same eyes
the same eyebrows, the same mouth, the same
angelie, innocent face. They had frequently
come before my sleepy eyes in my dreams
during the last year—what I hadn’t been
able to dissolve to nothingness day and night

* the past two months Today they hecame a
living reality before my naked eyes.
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“Im truly at a loss where to begin.
Every sentence, nay every word, seems
equally impatient to be the first to see light
in this diary. I can’t record my thoughts
and feelings in cold type in the same stoical
manner as I do my novel-writing. Right
now, I’'m writing about myself; yes, about
myself .. .”

A wave of emotion gripped him as the
memorable event of the day came rushing back
to his mind. Obediently, he laid aside his pen,
his heart thumping vigorously. Staring absently
‘at the dimlylit kerosene lamp in front of him, he
relived the episode from beginning to end.

* From the bus station he and Chia-chen had
gone straight to the Women’s Association, which
was housed in the weather-beaten ancient clock-
tower. Looking down from that dilapidated
building, one had a clear view of the only
“boulevard’’® in the city and the relatively
prosperous-looking shops flanking both sides.
Ch’iu - hsing had been leaning against the
railing, taking a bird’s-eye-view of the city
street below., They had marched up the stairs,
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then turned into the corridor, and at the sound
of their footsteps, she turned round.

She had greeted him familiarly by his name,
meanwhile extending her hand, an exhilarating
smile on her face He had almost tripped over
himself, hurrying with eagerness to clasp her
soft hand. Then he had been speechless, only
his eyes feasting greedily upon her—her slender
body clothed in a blue gingham cloth gown, her
childishly innocent face, and her starry-bright
eyes.

“How have you heen getting along?” she
had spoken first.

While thus immersed in deep recollection,
Chih-liang now unknowingly smiled a self-
satisfying smile. The room seemed suddenly
brightened, as if basking in the warmest sun-
shine. “She still has the same vibratling, ringing
voice,” he unconsciously murmured to himself.
“No, she hasn’t forgotten me. She still takes a
great interest in my welfare,” the murmur rose
to a distinet monologue. These comforting
thoughts soon found trangeription in bis diary,
to which he added:
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““Hearing her sweet voice was indeed a
benediction *’

The day’s happy episode once more came
back to his mind. His eyes, he recalled, had
been riveted upon her, a lump in hig throat.
Only after a good long while did he find his
tongue, saying in a monotone that he was fine.
The loneliness which had been haunting him
during the last few years had now miraculously
vanished. He slowly loosened his grip on her
hand, and said: “What about yourself?”

“Life with me has been most wonderful and
happy,” she had replied in childish intimacy,
and grinned. Then after scrutinizing him
sharply up and down, she had continued:
“You’re a little thinner. You know, I have read
a good number of your mnovels, which are
beautifully written. But . . .” She stopped
and suggested they all go inside and sit down.

Cutting through the parlour, they had
entered an inner room, which, she explained,
was the living quarters for the staff member on
night duty. It was a small room and very
simply furnished. ; A bed, a desk, a dresser and
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two chairs comprised all the furniture. She
asked him and Chia-chen both to sit down: he
did so on a chair near the bed, but Chia-chen
said he had to go to the Labour Union and asked
her to escort Chih-liang home first. In three
strides he had left the room.

¢Ch’iu-hsing and Chia-chen are devoted to
each other,” Chih-liang said to himself suddenly,
bringing his recollecticn to a temporary halt.
His voice was tinged with mixed feelings of
envy, anger and misery, which, however,
evaporated as quickly as they came, as he
returned to his reminiscence.

“Have you been devoting yourself entirely
to writing all these years?” Ch’iu-hsing had
inquired, visibly with great interest, meanwhile
pouring him a glass of water.

Nodding an acknowledgment was all he
could do, his eyes remaining foctissed on her
face.

“Everybody agrees you’ve won fame as a
novelist,”” she had continued in her placid tone,
not a whit embarrassed by his concentrated gaze.
Calmly she came nearer and sat on the edge of
the bed. “Your life should be a very happy one,
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I imagine. Endlessly busy as we were, Chia-
chen and T had managed to read most of your
novels. Just because you wrote them. But
somehow we feel you are a helpless vietim of
loneliness. Occasionally we discussed your
writings, and Chia-chen was positive that they
revealed in you something lacking which was
essential to life.”” Chih-liang wrote in his diary:

“She says I'm lonely. She understands.
She ought to know. What I crave is affectior,
love. T have crossed the sea just to see her,
hoping thereby to find happiness. But now
she . . .”” He hesitated a moment, and
then completed the sentence: “. 7 cant
give it me, ever.” :
Anguish darkened his face. He again laid
aside his pen, covered his face with both hands,
and by so doing he evidently harboured the belief
that he could temporarily forget all about
himself. But it turned out to be nothing more
than a false hope, for he soon was once more in
the depth of reflection.
“Why haven’t you answered my letters,
including the latest one I sent you not long
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ago?”’ he had asked Ch’iu-hsing, urged on by an
irrepressible agony rising in his heart. The
question itself was nothing extraordinary, but
hig tone betrayed an exasperated resentment on
his part.

Ch’iu - heing had looked hard at him,
perceptibly surprised, it being beyond her
understanding as to what had made him
feel so wretchedly miserable. “Chih-liang, is
anything the matter?” she had counter-asked
him sympathetically, after some thought. I
never thought you had fallen prey to such
gnawing infelicity.”

An appropriate reply had stood on the tip of
his tongue, but he hesitated. ¢Oh, nothing.
I’ve been feeling swell,”” he had said baldly,
instead. )

At this moment, he remembered hig diary,
in which he continued from where he had left
off:

“I didn’t tell her the truth. I merely
said I had been feeling swell. She probably
would never know why I had lied to her.
But why couldn’t I brace myself up and let
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her know what was really troubling my
heart? Such weakness!”

Once again he stared into space. In less
than an instant the day’s event again was
parading before his mental eye.

Ch’iu-hsing had made no attempt to force
the issue, though cognizant of the fact that he
' hadn’t told her the plain truth. ¢Several times
during ‘e past few years,” she had said,
introducing a new topic, ‘I had thought of
writing. to you. However, I was, as you
probably know, always so busy, and furthermore,
I had not the slightest inkling as to whether or
not you had steered your life through mnew
courses. Hence I was afraid my letters might
court trouble. T also knew that correspondence
would serve no useful purpose, since we were
living in altogether different worlds No doubt,
you have made many new friends, and your life
must have been . . .

A feminine volce calling her from without
causcd an abrupt interruption in Ch’iu-hsing’s
talk. She hurriedly rose to her feet, excused
herself and left the room.
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Left alone, he could hear her voice outside,
but mnot distinctly enough to know what was
being said. Her voice had been near enough,
yet it scemed to be very far away, as if a wide
gap had come between them. For the first time
such an unpleasant feeling had come over him,
which augmented his unhappiness.

So in his diary, he seribbled:

““A wall seemed to have suddenly risen
between us. It was something abstract, un-
touchable. But I had the feeling that we
could never understand each other as we
had understood before.”

Intense anguish seized him. TUnable to
continue his diary, he closed the book, allowing
his recollection once more to get the better of
him.

Ch’iu-hsing had returned to the room with
a stack of papers, a young girl student at her
heels She made no attempt to introduce her,
as she was in a hurry to deposit the papers in a
drawer, from which she dug out other papers
and handed them to the girl. After muttering
something indistinguishable, the gir! made her
exit.
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“Let’s gel started now,” she had said to Chih-
liang, after hastily .rearranging the things
which had been lying pell-mell on the desk.

“For your home?” he had asked drily,
meanwhile taking up his suit-case.

They walked down the.stairs and onto the
street, which was bustling with pedestrians, and
customers were darting in and out of the shops
in an unceasing siream. Big-bellied merchants
were to be seen riding past in rickshaws, pulled
by muscular youths, while several girls, smartly
dressed, were chatting gaily as they walked
ahead of them. The city presented an
atmosphere of calm, except for some militiamen
and policemen posted at street corners here ani
there. _

“I never expected to find you here, of all
places,” she had kept the conversation going.
“Visitors usually feel a little lost here at the
beginning but gradually they will be just crazy
about the town. Too bad you aren’t staying
here long ”” By this time they had negotiated
another street and were walking along a
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quiet, stone-paved road, mnow mnevertheless
deteriorated.

“I'm beginning slready to like this place,”®
Chih-liang had answered jovously, ‘“and maybe
I’Il extend m 7 visit.” He would have continued
to express what his heart was dictating, had not
her face turned round at the moment to look
straight at him.

“When are you gomg back to Shanghm"”
she had inquired.

“I can’t decide just yet There’s business I
must attend 10.”’

“May I know whati your business is?”

“T’11 tell you evervthing later.”

“You are the sam: old Chih-liang, forever
stalling *” she had half-chided him, smiling.

Chih -liang had reciprocated her smile,
though a little artificially, and said: “You
haven’t changed either, forever so lovely.”
Which was something he had long yearned to
say to her

She had smiled in acknowledgment of the
compliment, her poise unrufied. But in
contrast, his heart had been beating violently.
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The side streets had been exceedingly quiet.
After traversing two other alleys, they found
themselves at the entrance of her home. She
rapped several times at the gate, the varnish on
which had seen better days. A girlish voice
answered the knock, and after Ch’iu-hsing had
uttered a few words, the gate swang open. They
walked into a rather spacious compound and
then into her room.

Chih-liang’s eyes fell upon a scene entirely
coutrary to his expectations. The room was
was crammed full of antiquated furniture,
including a high iron bedstead, a wide bulky
desk, and some heavy clumsy chairs. Contribut- -
ing to the gloomy interior were the inadequate
light, and the ill-paved floor with square bricks.

“HHow on earth could you ever live in a dump
like this?”> Chih-liang had cried out in utter
despair.

“Why not? This has been our home for
over a year now,” she had replied tardily, after
eyeing him in puzzlement, at first seemingly
unable to grasp the meaning of his disappointing
exclamation.
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“T would go mad if T had to live here for a
month,” he remarked, a painful smile on his
wry face.

“T suppose you would, being a Shanghai-
lander,” she said. ‘“Yes, the room is a bit dark
and gloomy, all the light being shut out by that
huge tree in the compound. But you see, we
spend very little time at home. There’s one
good point, though. At daybreak there is always
a little breeze, and many a bird, happily perched
on the tree, sings melodious tunes. And that is
the time we usually get up.” '

“You mean to say you are forever that
busy?”’ )

“Yes, most of the time. What’s more,
geldom do both of us stay at home at the same
iime. Chia-chen sometimes spends his nights
in school or at the Labour Union, and I at the
Women’s Association. Tonight, for example,
i¥’s Chai-chen’s turn staying at home.”” IHer
tone had been absolutely undemonstrative while
she talked, a mute testimony to her unquestioned
-satigfaction with her mode of living

Chih-liang had looked at her blankly, as if



"STAR - 45

what she had just said was something incompre-
hensible. In truth he had understood every
word perfectly; only it had made her out to be
increasingly more unfathomable as a woman. Tt
had intensified his migery.

“Ch’lu-hsing, why must you remain here?’’
he had asked with unbending stubbornness.
“Now, look here, this horribly ill-lit room, this
hopelessly  deteriorated furniture, and your
strenuous work — all these only sicken and
torture you, and make you look alder than
your age.” THe had worked Himself up so, that
he couldn’t continue and sank into a chair by
the desk.

“I understand what you viean, Chih-liang,”
she had explained. gently, her smiling eyes
staring at his emotion-torn face. “But you made
a big mistake by likening me to your fictional
heroines. They are so warm and suave, 8o
passionately sentimental, and at the same time
s0 concelted—a species only your elever pen can
create.”

Thus saying, she had gone over to the desk
whereon lay several of his novels, and drew out
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one of themw. Turning over the pages, she had
pointed to random passages, commenting in a
half-mocking and half-envious tone: ‘'‘Only
they, created to fit in with the kind of life you
describe in your stories, can live in Shanghai.”
Without waiting for further reply from him, she
had said that she had to go to the kitchen to
' prepare supper. '

He had offered to help, rising to his feet to
follow her. That had been a good excuse to
ignore answering what she had just remarked;
and it had been something difficult to reply to
anyway.

She had hurriedly stopped him, said he
needn’t bother, and asked him to make himself
comfortable, for Chia-chen was coming home
soon.

Obediently, he had remained in the room.
While heading for the kitchen, she rewarded him
with a broad smile, which, it seemed to him,
immediately brightened up every nook and
corner of the ill-lit room.

Soon, Chia-chen had come home. As usual
his countenance was tranquil, but his brows were



STAR 47

wrinkled, which reminded him of the conversa-
tion he had overheard at the bus stalion. He
asked Chia-chen if anything had happened.

“Oh, only rumours, but nothing serious,”
Chia-chen had said, staidly. Then, almost in a
whisper: “But I think you’d better leave here
sooner than you planned.”

“But what about you two?” It seemed the
room had suddenly deteriorated back into its old
gloomy atmosphere.

“We don’t matter. You’re a guest, you see,
and unnecessarily exposed to danger,” Chia-
chen had replied in earnest, but still showing no
sign of restlessness.

But Chih-liang had been excited, and for a
while tongue-tied. ‘“This is only my first day
here,”” he had said in a disguised normal voice,
“and I have made up my mind to stay at least a
few more days.”

Seeing Chia-chen was non-communicative,
he had got hold of a book from the desk, and -
turned over the pages without any iniention of
reading it. Several thoughts had rushed into
his mind at once, one of which found its way to
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his tongue: ““Tell me, is my being here
interfering with your work?>

¢ Chia-chen had been stunned for a moment,
b} soon regained his composure, and chuckled:
“Nonsense. You are welcome to stay as long as
yoéu like; only we are rather worried over
your . . .”

Chia-chen instantly stopped talking, seeing
Ch’iu-hsing enter with the food. He set the
table, and Chih-liang helped in whatever way
he could. When the food had been all set on
the table, Chia-chen lighted the kerosene lamp,
and all three sat down to supper.

At this point Chih-liang once more returned
to his diary, writing:

“Tt was just like the good old days, the
three of us eating together. We talked
occasionally about the past, much of which
they remembered well, making me feel I
was again living the old life. Somehow,
however, T couldn’t escape the feeling that
I was somewhat different. Many a time I
stole a glance at her, and her face absolutely
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had not changed. It was I who had changed.
Yes, 1.7

The word ‘changed” saddened him, and
inding it difficult to continue his diary, he
disappointingly laid aside his pen. Much
however as he fought against further thought
on the subject, his mental drama once more
reasserted itself before his eyes.

Ch’iu-hsing had returned to the Women’s
Asgsociation alone shortly after supper. As if he
and Chia-chen had exhausted all meterials for
conversation, they had found themselves sitting
opposite each other across the table, with the
kerosene lamp the only thing between them,
speechless.  Chih-liang’s heart had followed
Ch’iu-hsing to the Women’s Association.

Suddenly Chia-chen had stood up, and said
he was going to bed. But Chih-liang hadn’t the
slightest intention of retiring so early. It was
while Chia-chen was making his bed that a knock
at the door came to their ears Chia-chen was
out in the compound in three gtrides, opened the
jgate and talked softly with the caller, a young
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student in uniform. Inasecond Chia-chen had
returned and apologetically informed Chih-liang
that he was spending the night outside

“Bad news?”” Chih-liang had inquired
nervously.

Chia-chen shook his head, and answered in
the negative. After saying good-night, he
stepped over the high threshold, and left with
the student. Chih-liang had followed them to
the gate, which he carefully barred before
returning to the room.

He heaved a deep sigh, as if fatigued after
a tedious long journey, and aimlessly paced the
floor for a short while. Apparently remembering
some important thought, which seemed knocking
at his chest for an outlet, he abruptly returned
to his desk, took up his pen, and wrote in his
diary with a shaking hand:

“Now that I’ve found her—do eagy job
at that—TI shall never let her go. No, never!

I can'ti leave her alone here. 1 must do all

I can to induce her fo go away with me, I

can’t -bear leaving her here amidst such
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danger . . 1T can mnever go back to my
solitary life . . »

He threw away his pen with great effort,
his brow wet with sweat and his heart thumping
heavily. With firm determination, he closed
his diary, his palm pressed atop it.

The odour of mosquito incense gradumally
permeated the room. Only the chirping of the
crickets beneath the stone steps under the
window reverberated more distinctly in the
stillness of the night.

v

As the murky darkness of the night slowly
changed to dawn Chih-liang was roused from his
sleep by the warbling symphony of birds
perched on the lungan trees outside the window.
As he was lazily dropping back to slumber, the
memory of a pre-arranged appointment with
Ch’iu-hsing at the Women’s Association for
early that morning came back to his mind. He
rose hurriedly, washed his face, and by seven-
thirty found himself at the Clock Tower. ‘



b2 i - STAR

Invigorating refreshing was the morning air
and the vermilion walls of the Tower were
handsomely adorned with golden sunlight.
Though engrossed at the moment in lively
conversation with some friends on the verandah,
Ch’iu-hsing greeted him with a broad smile.

“Did you sleep well? Lonely?®’ she asked
amiably as she ushered Chih-liang into her room.

Her questions, besides affording eloquent
proof of her knowledge that Chia-chen had
stayed out the previous night, strengihened his
belief that perhaps they had discussed together
business of considerable urgenecy, and he itched
to learn something about it, yet he had more
than an inkling that she would not confide in
him even if he inquired. He did, however, ask
the question, and, as was expected, she evaded
the essentials in her reply, laconically saying
nothing serious had happened. Dropping the
matter altogether, she suggested a walk in the
park, and Chih-liang took the hint complacently,
and said nothing more. Down the stairs they
walked together and out onto the road.

Unadulterated with dust was the morning
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atmosphere and a gentle breeze softly brushed
their faces as they leisurely walked along. The
park was quite spacious, but at the moment
presented a somewhat desolate appearance.

A number of zigzag paths lay before them,
crisscrossing the park  Flanking the wvarious
roads, though not quite symmetrically planted,
were many lungan trees, from which hung
innumerable strings of light brownish fruit amid
resplendent foliage. Tall grass in abundance
gave a resemblance to a rippling sea of green.

Atop a small mound proudly stood a newly
renovated pavilion, its circular columns and bal-
ustrades wearing a lustrous coating of red varnish
and a monument stood guard at the entrance nish
and of the park. Comforting quietness prevailed.

“You never expected to find such a quiet
place here, did you?”’ she asked, turning her
head, while they were walking along a narrow
path in single file. The question was ac-
companied by a visibly cheeky smile.

“Well, on finds quiet spots everywhere,”” he
returned in a matter-of-fact tone, feagsting his
eyes upon her slim waist.
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¢“Still thinking of going back to Shanghai?”’
she asked, this time without turning her head.

“Umph!”’ he mumbled, somewhat excited
over the implication of the question.

“How many more days are you going to stay
here?”

“I really can’t tell yet,”” he said, not with-
out disappointment.

“Did you find life comfortable and contented
in Shanghai?”’

Why must she always ask him such
questions, he thought. So instead of answering,
he asked her: ‘‘Are you really not thinking of
returning to Shanghai any more?”

¢TI think I shall never step on Shanghai soil
again,’” she replied, without the leagst hesitation.

Soon they reached the pavillion and sat
down face to face on one of the balustrades,
refreshing themselves with lungan fruits, strings
of which they had picked from the trees on the
way.

“Tell me, Chih-liang, am I not living a
happy life?” She smiled, her mouth busy
munching a lungan fruit.
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“Ah!  Only now will T concede you an
affirmative answer.”

“What about ecomparison? Happier now, or
before?”?

“Umph!” was all he said. Once again he
felt acutely the weight of loneliness in his heart
and asked:

’

“Ch’iu-hsing, you just said you might never
again visit Shanghai. Why?”

“Oh, it was just a slip of the tongue. No
one can really foresee what the future has in
store.”’

Suddenly she directed with her finger Chih-
liang’s attention to a hill to the east, its summit
looking purplish under the glaring rays of the
sun. ‘‘That hill,” she said.

‘“Lies not more than a few tens of !4 from
town, an excellent place for sightseeing and
excursion. Now Wang Kuo-kang makes his
headquarters there.”

“Wang Kuo-kang?” he echoed in dismay.
“Only yesterday I heard he was bent on making
an assault on this city. Don’t you know?”



56 STAR

“Not 8o loud,” she cautioned, gesticulating.
“This is no longer news. He may sirike at any
moment now, distance being no longer a
deterrent.’” :

“What if he really means business this
time?”* he asked, uneasily.

Our mililia units are formidable enough to
give his men a real battle,”” she said optimistic-
ally. “If he’s nailed down this time, he’s
finished once and for all.”

“But what if he should emerge victorious?*’
he persisted, his distress mounting.

“In that event, everything would be lost.
The bandits would just march in through the
city gates without let or hindrance, and run
amok. - Should it happen at night, the chance
for us to escape would indeed be slim. That’s
why I just said I might never see Shanghai
again. Wang Kuo-kang, you see, is notorious
for his ruthlessness and cruelty. A friend of
mine was one of the recent victims of his
executioner’s sword.”” Her voice and facial
expression were unaffected, as if she were merely
relating an old fairy tale.



STAR 67

—

“That’s why I hoped you would leave here
sooner,” she added, in a tone of considerable
concern, which stirred his heart to speedler
palplt“tlon ’

©  iu-hsing, let’s go back to Shanghai
together,”” he pleaded in great earnest.

She looked at him with frank surprise,
utterly unfamiliar with the meaning of his
entreaty.

“Anyhow you can’t remain here. I won’t
let you make a martyr of yourself,” he again
begged, as if someone at that moment was
snatching her away before his very eyes and was
on the verge of casting her into an abyss. ¢“A
happy life awaits you in Shanghai. You may
take up writing or some other work; I promise
I will do all T can to make you happy. I can’t
let you go through this crisis here, it’s not
worth it.>> His words seemed to pour out like
a torrent, and gave evidence of an eternity of
loneliness and repressed love.

“TI understand every word you say, but I
just can’t leave here,” she said gently, flashing
him an appreciative smile. Evidently Chih-
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liang’s animated speech had found an under-
standing heart. i

" She rose to her feet, cast away the accumu-
lated lungan husks, and sat down closer to him.
Holding his hand, she added: “It’s not my wish
either to leave here.”

“Because of Chia-chen?” he asked, sadness
darkening his face.

“Not exactly,” she said, shaking her head.
© “It’s true I love him, but I love my work just
as much *»

“There’s work to do everywhere—in Shanghai
for example. Why must it be this place?” he
said enthusiastically, his eyes once more
brightening up. A ray of hope seemed suddenly
to emerge amidst & mass of dark clouds.

“But I’ve been happy here, don’t you see??

“Happy my eye! I don’t believe you. I
don’t,” he exploded, with mixed feelings of
indignation and disappointment.

“Chih-liang, why are you taking such a
deep interest only in my welfare when there are
also many other of your friends here?”” she asked
pensively, giving him a pitying look.
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“Because . , .» He stopped, looked at
her, smiling sadly, and then stood up and
heaved a deep sigh.

“Chih - liang, there must be something
troubling you. Why do you conceal it from me?
I know anyway.”’

“Do you know that I love you?” he blurted
out, hig face reddening and his heart beating
furiously. Standing before her, he stared at
her face with wide open eyes, and unmindful of
what effect his daring declaration might have
produced, he took her hand in his and sal down
at her side.

“Yes, I do. But what’s the use?” she said
after a pause, her face serene, her hand still in
hig. “We’re past that stage now, and cannot
just live on love.” Then slowly withdrawing
her hand, she suggested that they change the
subject.

“But think of me,” he obstinately stuck to
the topic, albeit in a voice of despair. I shudder
to think of returning to my solitary life, a kind
of desert loneliness, fruitless anticipation .
Oh, you wouldn’t understand.”
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“What difference would it make if I did?
Anyway, we've lived two different kinds of life
 which can never harmonize even under the same
environment,” she explained, half reproachfully
and half sorrowfully. “Soon enough you’ll
forget everything you said today, and, more, you
are destined to become a great writer.”

He jumped to his feef, came over to her side,
and once more held her hand. ‘Aren’t you
going to forgive me?’ he said miserably. “How
can you poke fun at me now? You still hate
me, don’t you?” '

“Why should T hate you,” she smiled, “and
what makes you think of forgiveness? You
ought to know by now that both Chen (short for
Chia-chen) and I regard your welfare with the
greatest solicitude. Omnly . . .”

The name Chen stung his heart, while the
word ‘only’ hinted at the futility of continuing
the conversation in the same strain. He lost
heart, and loosening his grip on her hand, he
turned round and paced back and forth in
gilence.

“Chih-liang!”’ she called. He instinctively
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answered and turned around again to face her.
“Forget everything, will you?’’ she implored,
“any further thought on this subject will only
add misery to your life.”

“I guess you’re right,”” he murmured repen-
tantly. He felt as if a screen enveloped his
eyes, and though he was now gazing into the far
horizon, he could see nothing but the image of
her face. “Yes, it’s I, and not you, -who have
changed beyond recognition,” he said raising
his voice. ¢‘Still, don’t you realize that the kind
of sacrifice you are prepared to make is useless?
That hill over there; Wang Kuo-kang; that ill-
lit room of yours; your strenuous travail-——what’s
the good of it all? It’s only futile self-destruc-
tion: something to be forgotten by posterity and
benefiting no one in particular . . .»

“I seek no remembrance by posterity,” she
interrupted. “I am contented with my work,
and that’s what counts.” She threw away the
lungan branches, slowly moved over to his side
and locked her arm in his. “Let’s not talk about
this any more.” .

Then with her finger she directed Chih-
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liang’s attention to the panorama before them;
she said that the streets, houses, and people
might be strange to him but she simply adored
them with a feeling of attachment that was
beyond description. Despite what she had gone
through the last time Wang Kuo-kang occupied
the city—how cruel he was to the people, and
how she had seen him ride in a palanquin to the
Temple of Wu to worship Kwan Ti, and that all
his bodyguards carried huge executioner’s swords
—she said she had never given a single theught
to the question of personal safety.

“But it’s different now,” Chih-liang inter-
rupted. What she had just said, though in a
tranquil tone, created in his mind a state of
horror, and he thought: ¢If it were true that
Wang Kuo-kang has had liaison with certain
quarters inside the city here, the militiamen
would be no match for him, and the consequences
would be unthinkable.”  Pertinaciously he
revived his plea that she, and also Chia-chen,
should go to Shanghai with him,

Emotions overpowered her. She leaned
closer to his side, smiling affectionately. Her
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eyes, now moist with glittering tears, sent forth
a shining light that seemed to have the imme-
diate- effect of ‘cheering Chih-liang’s downcast
countenance.

“I appreciate your consideration,” she
whispered, ‘“‘but being here doesn’t necessarily
mean exposure to danger. Furthermore, you
and I have gone through harder times.
Remember?”> While still talking Ch’iu-hsing
espied Chia-chen and a friend coming in their
direction, and she mentioned to Chih-liang that
there was an old friend of his approaching whom
he would be glad to meet again. “Let’s hurry
down to meet them,” she said. Chih-liang heard
her, but remained still until she dragged him by
the arm.

The friend with Chia-chen, a middle-aged
man with a dark face, almost purple, was a
former colleague of Chih-liang, named Wei-teh.
The passing of years had not changed him much,
except for a few more wrinkles on his broad brow
and a few more hairs above his wide mouth
-which he called a moustache.

“Long have we been waiting to welcome you
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in our midst,” Wei-teh greeted him, extending
his hand. “But why did you choose now, of all
times, to pay us this visit?”’ ’

Chih-liang was at a loss as to how to reply
appropriately to such greetings He merely
exchanged a few words of the conventional
civilities. While they talked, Chia-chen moved
to Ch’iu-hsing’s side and whispered something
into her ear without being noticed by the other
two. She nodded, excuse | herself and hurriedly
made her way down the hill. Chih-liang was
still conversing with Wei-teh, but at the same
time he could not help stealing a few glances in
the direction of the departing figure.

v

Wei-teh, known for his punctuality in
. keeping appointments, had not turned up for
dinner at 6:45 the next evening at Chia-chen’s
home although 6 o’clock had been the hour
agreed upon. Chia-chen, presuming that some-
thing must have happened, suggested that they
—Chih-liang, Ch’iu-hsing and himself—begin
their meal.
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Suddenly, before they were half through the
dinner, there came a loud knock at the gate.

Chia-chen’s guesd was correct—the caller
was not Wei-teh but a young student. He
entered in a flurry, panting breathlessly, and his
face was plainly disturbed. Planting himself by
the side of the table and casting a fleeting glance
at Ch’iu-hsing and Chih-liang, he reported to
Chia-chen in the native dialect that Wei-teh
wished them to attend an emergency meeting at
the school.

“What has happened ?’°  Ch’iu - hsing
inquired, also speaking in the native dialect.
The situation was none too hopeful, the student
gravely replied, and, his mission ended, he
excused himself as he said he had to run along
on further important errands.

Silence reigned as the three of them finished
their dinner hurriedly, and in great haste Ch’iu-
hsing removed the dishes to the kitchen. While
cleaning up the table, Chia-chen informed Chih-
liang that he and Ch’iu-hsing would be out all
night, and before Chih-liang had time to reply,
Ch’iu-hsing came back from the kitchen and lost
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no time in advising him to leave the city
tomorrow.

“Is it necessary?”> Chib-liang wondered,
but the restlessness that hung over her usually
calm face told him his fears were justified.
Realizing the situation was nearing a crisis, his
objection to leaving town began to weaken, yet
he knew full well that the others would not
flinch from risk under any ecircumstances; a
feeling also came over him that the parting
would be unbearable. She was now standing
before him once more her calm self, and her
appearance gave the impression that nothing
really serious was going to happen.

However, Chia-chen broke the silence, and
said: Truly the situation looks bad,’’ his face
beginning to betray signs of agitation, “both
Ch’iu-hsing and I wouldn’t like to see gou
involved in this predicament.”

“But what about you two?’’ Chih-liang
quickly rejoined.

“You needn’t worry about us,” Ch’iu-hsing
put in, “so long as you get away from here
safely.”
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Chih-liang stared at her absently, raking his
braing for a relevant reply, but his mind was
confused. He thought to himself: “Why am I
considered as different from them?”

While Chih-liang was wavering in a state of
indecision, Chia-chen said to Ch’iu-hsing it was
time they started for the school and let Chih-
liang have a chance to rest. But no, Chih-liang
would not stay behind under any consideration;
a little too lonesome, he said, and volunteered to
accompany them. Chia-chen acquiesced.

The slate road resounded with the monoto-
nous cadence of their feet keeping in step. It
was evening, quiet but not completely dark, and
not another soul was to be seen along the road: a
quietness that was almost terrifying The rustle
of trees in the wind produced a low hissing
sound; crickets, making their homes in chinks
on the slate road, chirped dismally to the
accompaniment of the barking of dogs in
the distance. Ch’iu-hsing was walking between
Chih-liang and Chia-chen, but suddenly from
cne of the side alleyways a black dog sprang out,
barking madly at them from behind. They
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immediately shifted their positions to single
file, with Ch’iu-hsing leading the way and Chih-
liang in the rear trying to scare off the cur, but
in vain. Soon two other dogs joined in the
chorus. ;

The endless barking in the stillness of the
night seemed to fill the air with electricity and
increase their feelings of impending danger,
particularly Chih-liang’s. His heart was leaping
vigorously, as if a reign of terror was at hand.

Why do they bark so fiercely tonight?’® he
asked nervously.

“Oh, they bark every night,”” Ch’iu-hsing
explained. ‘Only tonight, I don’t know why,
they make one’s flesh creep *’ »

“Naturally, you wouldn’t stand for such a
thing in Shanghai,” Chia-chen said to Chih-
liang, “‘but here it’s nothing extraordinary.”

A different world greeted them as they came
to the main street. The mongrels were no longer
at their heels. All around them were jostling
pedestrians and the shops were ablaze with lights,
with militiamen efficiently patrolling the streets.
~ Many fashionably dressed girls—women of easy
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‘virtue no doubt—were seen riding by in rick-
shaws. Everything seemed to be going on
normally.

All of a sudden the sound of a bugle was
heard. Salesmen crowded in the shop entrances,
and all activity in the street seemed suddenly to
come to & halt to allow a company of militiamen,
some 100 strong, march past. ‘

“Is that all?”®? Chih-liang asked in appre-
hension.

“Certainly not,”> Chia - chen said, ‘“the
militia corps is & much bigger force than that.
The main units are already at the front.”

The school was housed in what was once an
old temple, with the front hall renovated to serve
as an auditorium and the flats on both sides as
class-rooms The whole campus was in darkness
with the exception of the auditorium which was
lighted with a large kerosene lamp. In his
deep bass voice Wei-teh was addressing the
student assembly.

From the darkness a young woman came
forward to meet the new arrivals in the
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compound, and without wasting time with”
conventional etiquet’te she led Ch’iu-hging by
the arm to one of the many rooms at the
back. Around a table were already seated six or
seven persons, all with serious faces, talking
almost in whispers. On the table stood a small
kerosene lamp, its wick turned low.

Into an adjoining room Chih-liang was
ushered, while Chia-chen remained with the
group at the table. Leftalone in semi-darkness,
and hearing the muttered conversation in
progress in the mext room, Chih-liang could
not help but prick up his ears. He listened
attentively, but the best he could do was to
catch a few .ords here and there; it was
impossible for him to learn the subject of
discussion and, besides, the mutfled utterances
were occasionally drowned by Wei-teh’s obstre-
perous oratory in the assembly hall.

Just then a soft feminine voice seized his
attention, a voice spoken between the teeth but
recognizable as Ch’iu-hsing’s. For quite a while
she spoke, though the meaning of her address

was unintelligible. Shortly afterwards another
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familiar voice was heard, that of Chia-chen, but
he seemed to have little to say.

Again he heard Ch’iu-hsing’s voice, but
despite his attentive ears he still failed to make
bead or tail of what was being said.

Impatient suspense gripped him as he
laboured vainly to fathom the significance of the
emergency meeting being held so near and yet
so far from him. Only a wall stood between
him and the the others, yet he was denied even
the privilege of listening to the discussion of
the burning question of the hour. One thing,
however, he was able to realize: it was that the
attitude of the conferees was calm and tense, and
that when it came to the question of sacrifice not
one of them was a quitter. That indeed was
inspiring.

From the poorly lit room he looked out into
a'wall of darkness. Moesquitoes and other insects
hummed annoyingly round him. Alone he sat,
sorely depressed and with his nerves on edge.
Time seemed to drag, and the conspicuous
contrast of the mneighbouring room—teeming
with life, and with people bound together by a
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common cause, equally willing to face hazards
and dangers as to attend a banquet—aroused in
him a sense of unspeakable shame.

Soon the student assembly was over, and
Wei-teh shifted his rostrum to the emergency
meeting, which also was adjourned a few minutes
later. Before the conference dispersed, Chih-
liang had heard Wei-teh, Ch’iu-hsing and Jo
each speak once in the order stated. Jo was the
girl who first greeted Ch’iu-hsing a short time
before when they came into the school, and
whom Chih-liang had met once at Ch’iu-hsing’s
home.

Chih-liang finally heard the door open, and
the five conferees filed out past Chih-liang with-
out even looking into the room, as if they had -
utterly forgotten his existence. Only after a
short while did Ch’iu-hsing return and anologize
for having kept him waiting so long.

“It doesn’t matter,”” Chih-liang replied
almost jubilantly, instantly forgetful of the
mental depression. ‘“How was the meeting?”’

She told him that there were rumours galore,
but there might be nothing to them. She was
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standing in front of the table, looking straight
at Chih-liang, who stood half-leaning against the
back of a chair.

“Promise me youw’ll leave here tomorrow,
will you?” she said, with a deep sigh.’

His demand for an explanation only met
with the same reply which had been given him
a dozen times before—their concern over his
personal safety. He, too,counter-asked a question
that had been many times repeated: “But what
about yourselves?”’

“Ours is an entirely different case, don’t
you see?” she explained straightforwardly.
“‘Since we have chosen this place as the field of
our work, we’ll have to accept the consequences.
We’re not leaving anyway, and we have no
complaints to make.”” Her eyes danced brightly
as she spoke. ’

Mixed feelings rose within him. Fear, =
because of his solicitude for her welfare amid
such ugly ecircumstances; and disappointment,
because of the manifest dividing line which they
had drawn between them and him.

“In that event,” Chih-liang asked, unable
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any longer to conceal his growing suspicion that
she must have a very low opinion of him, “do
you regard me as a selfish and egoistic person?
Do you think that I could leave here with a light
heart, while all of you are in such a precarious
position?” His face reddened with self-inflicted
humiliation, his eyes riveted on her face, as if
he thought she would evaporate into thin air at
the slightest relaxation of his gaze.

“Nobody ever said you were selfish,” said
Chia-chen who had just come in unnoticed.
Chih-liang turned round in astonishment.
“You are a guest here, don’t you understand,
Chih-liang? Safely you came, and in the same
way we want you to leave. Besides, what’s the
use of you staying here?”’

“Can’t T be of any help?” Chih-liang
inquired, hope once more showing in his pleading
eyes.

“I¥’s too late now,” Ch’iu-hsing said, taking
up the question. ‘“You see, we hoped for a long
time that you would join us, but not at such’a
time as this.”
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The sound of a bugle from the distance
reverberated in the stillness of the night.

“It’s time you escorted Chih-liang home,”
Chia-chen said to Ch’iu-hsing. *“T’'m spending
the night at the Labour Union.”” Both Chih-
liang and Ch’iu-hsing assented.

“Chih-liang is leaving by tomorrow morn-
ing’s train,”” Chia-chen added decisively, still
talking to Ch’iu-hsing, as if he were giving
orders. “I°ll come to the station to see him off.”

“We’ll accompany you to the Union. We’re
going your direction anyway,” Ch’iu-hsing said -
to Chia-chen intimately, ner eyes looking at his
sober face affectionately. Chia-chen voiced no
objection, and Chih-liang tagged along, a mute
companion for the time being.

From every dormitory shone a light, Evi-
dently the students were busy packing their
things in readiness to go to the country for
special work in this time of crisis, as had been
arranged at the emergency meeting. Wei-teh
had not yet returned.

Cracki The sharp report of a rifle rent the
air as they approached the sehool emtrance.
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They were taken aback, having no idea where it
-came from. Dead stillness prevailed everywhere,
No moré firing was heard, and Chia-chen to ease
the anxiety suggested that the firing must have
been the result of some militiamen’s careless
handling of a rifle,

The open field in front of the school gate
was as silent as a grave. In the cloudless sky
the Great Bear was visible and served as an
excellent guide. After cutting through a field,
they entered a narrow alleyway, and following
this they reached the street where they met
Wei-teh and Jo.

*Btreet traffic has been stopped, and no one
is allowed to pass now,”” Wei-teh gravely informed
them. Even Chia-chen’s usually placid face
became perturbed.

“But I’ve got to get to the Labour Union,
where I have urgent business to attend to,>’ he
said excitedly.

“Youa may be able to get through, but I think
tomorrow would be a better time to go,”> Wei-teh
advised him. Chia-chen was tenacious, insisting
he must go right then.
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“You two had better spend the night at the
school, and TI’ll come to see you tomorrow,”
Chia-chen said to Ch’iu-hsing and Chih-liang,
and proceeded on his way.

They made no attempt to stop him. Ch’iu-
hsing watched him go in silence, but suddenly
she called him back. Chia-chen halted and
turned round. ‘“You take this with you,” she
said, offering him a flashlight. Chia-chen said
it wasn’t necessary, and continued walking.

Being a witness to such a scene, Chih-liang
could not prevent the tears surging into his eyes.
‘Why didn’t you stop him, knowing he might
be walking straight into trouble?’” he questioned

“softly.

“Oh, that is nothing,” Ch’iu-hsing replied,
“since he has the will to do what he considers is
his duty.” Her voice was calm, but when her
face was turned in his direction, tears could
clearly be seen. Her gaze, however, was frm,
penetrating the moisture in her eyes. Perturba-
tion was his first reaction, because he had thus
far dismally failed to fathom the depth of her
soul. As they were walking across an open field
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on their way back, the tragic picture of her
firm shining eyes not only showed vividly

before him but reached down into his innermost
heart.
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