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“SIX CHAPTERS OF A FLOATING

LIFE”
by SHEN Fu

Rendered into English by LiIN YUTANG

CHAPTER THREE
SORROW

(Continued from the last issue)

I wanted to send for a doctor, but Yiin
stopped me saying:

“You know my illness started in con-
sequence of deep grief over my mother’s
death following upon K’ehch’ang’s running
away, then it was aggravated through my
passion for Han and finally made worse by
my chagrin at this recent affair. Besides,
I was often too cautious and afraid of
making mistakes. I have tried my best to
he a good daughter-in-law, and have failed,
and have consequently developed dizziness
and palpitation of the heart. The illness is
now deep in my system and no doctor will
ke of any avail, and you may just as well
spare yourself the expense. As I look back
upon the twenty-three years of our married
{life, T know that you have loved me and
been most considerate to me, in spite of all
my faults. 1 am happy to die with a hus-
band and understanding friend like you and
I have no regrets. Yes, 1 have been as
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happy as a fairy at times, with my warm
cotton clothing and frugal but full meals
and the happy home we had. Do you re-
membher how we used te enjoy ourselves
amongst springs and rocks, as at the
Ts’anglang Pavilion and the Hsiaoshunang-
lou? But who are we to enjoy the good
luck of a fairy, for which only those are
worthy who have lived a virtuous life from
incarnation to incarnation? We had, there-
fore, offended God by trying to snatch a
happiness that was above our lot; hence our
various earthly troubles. It all comes of
your too great love, bestowed upon one
who is ill-fated and unworthy of this hap-
piness.”

After a while she spoke again amidst
sobs, “Every one has to die once. My only
regret is, we have to part half-way from
gach other for ever, and I am not able to
be your wife until the end of your days and
see with my own eyes the wedding of Feng-
sen.” After saying this, tears rolled down
her eyes as big as peas. I tried to comfort
her by saying, “You have béen ill for eight
years, and this is not the first time that you
are in a critical condition. Why do you
suddenly say such heart-breaking words?”’

“lI have been dreaming lately,” she
said, “of my parents who have sent a boat
to welcome me home. Whenever I close
my eyes, I feel my body is so light, so light,
:dke one walking among the clouds. It
seems that my spirit has already departed
and only my body remains.”

“This is the effect of your extreme
weakness,” I said. “If you will take some
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tonic and rest yourself properly, I am sure
you will get well.”

Then Yiin sighed again and said, “If
there were the slightest ray of hope, I would
not have told you all these things. DBut
now death is approaching and it is- high
time I speke my mind. I know you have
displeased your parents all on my account;
therefore when I die, your parents’ attitude
will change round, and you yourself
will feel more at ease toward your parents.
You know they are already very old, and
when I die, you should return to them as
soon as possible. If you cannot bring my
remains back to the native district for
burial, you can temporarily keep my coffin
here and then see to its removal afterwards.
I hope you will find another one who is both
beautiful and good to take my place and
serve our parents and bring up my children,
and then I shall die content.” At this
point, I broke down completely and fell to
weeping as if my bowels had been cut
through.

“Even if you should leave me half-way
like this,” I said, “I shall never marry
again.
for one who has seen the great seas, and
difficult to be clouds for one who has seen
the Yangtze Gorges.””” Then Yiin held my
hand and was going to say something again,
but she could only mumble the words “Next
incarnation!” half audibly again and again.
Suddenly she began to feel short of breath,
her chin was set, her eyes stared wide open,
and however I called her name, she could
not utter a single word.¥ Two lines of tears

Besides, ‘it is difficult to be water{
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began to roll down her face. After a
while, her breath became weaker, her tears
gradually dried up and her spirit departed
from this life for ever. This was on the
thirtieth of the third moon, 1803. A soli-
tary lamp was shining then-in the room,
and a sense of utter forlomness overcame
me. In my heart opened a wound that shall
be healed nevermore!

Ty friend Hu K’engt’ang kindly helped
me with ten dollars, and together with this
and what I could obtain by selling what 1
had in the house, I saw to her proper burial.

Alas! Yiin was a woman with the heart
and talent of a man. From the time she
|was married into my home, I had been
forced to run about abroad for a living,
while she was left without sufficient meney,
and she never said a word of complaint.
When I could stay at home, our sole occupa-
tion was the discussion of books and lifera-
ture. She died in poverty and sickness
without being able to see her own children,
and who was to blame but myself? How
could I ever express the bebt I owe to a
good chamber companion? I should like to
urge upon all married couples in the world
neither to hate nor to be foo passionately
attached to each other. As the proverb
says, “a loving couple could never reach
Jerand old age together.” Mine is a case in
point.

According to custom, the spirit of the
deceased is supposed to return to the house
on a certain day after his death, and people
used to arrange the room exactly as the
deceased had left it, putting his old clothes
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1 on the bed and his old shoes by the bedside
for the returning spirit to take a farewell
look. We called this in Soochow ‘“closing
the spirit’s eyes.” People also used to in-
vite Taoist monks to recite incantations,
calling to the spirit to visit the deathbed
and then sending it away. This was called
“welcoming the spirit.” At Yangchow the
custom was to prepare wine and dishes and
leave them in the dead man’s chamber, while
the whole family would run away, in order
to “avoid the spirit.” It often happened
that things were stolen while the house was
thus deserted. On this day, my landlord,
who was staying with me, left the house,
and my neighbours urged me to leave the
offerings at home and get away also. To
this 1 gave a cold, indifferent reply, for I
was hoping to see the spirit of Yiin again.
There was a certain Chang Yiimen of the
same district who warned me saying, “One
may be very well possessed by the evil
spirit, when one’s mind dwells on the
uncanny. I should not advise you to try it,
for I rather believe in the existence of
ghosts.” ]

“This is the very reason I am going to
stay—because I believe that ghosts do
exist,” T replied. '

7* “To encounter the spirit of the deceased
on its return home has an evil influence on
living men,” Chang replied. “Even if your

wife’s spirit should return, she is living in

a world different from ours. I am afraid
you won't be able to see her form, but will,
on the other hand, be affected by her evil
influence.” (To be Continued)
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