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see from his normally smooth but now wrinkled forehead
e little grey cells in his handsome head were hard at
worl felt ashamed to have put him on the spot.

%‘i ised his clear childlike eyes to tell me, “Be-
cause you're good!”

Loneliness flooded my heart. “Thank you, Qiao Lin!" I
couldn’t help wondering, if we were to marry, whether we
could discharge our duties to each other as husband and
wife. Maybe, because law and morality would have bound us
together. But how tragic simply to comply with law and
morality! Was there no stronger bond to link us?

When such thoughts cross my mind I have the strange
sensation that instead of being a girl contemplating marriage
I am an elderlv social scientist.

Perhaps I worry too much. We can live like most married
couples, bringing up children together, strictly true to each
other according to the law. . . . Although living in the seventies
of the twentieth century, people still consider marriage the
way they did millennia ago, as a means of continuing the
race, a form of barter or a business transaction in which love
and marriage can be separated. Since this is the common
practice, why shouldn’t we follow suit?

But I still can’t make up my mind. As a child, I remember; I
often cried all night for no rhyme or reason, unable to sleep
and disturbing the whole household. My old nurse, a shrewd
though uneducated woman, said an ill wind had blown
through my ear. I think this judgment showed prescience,
because 1 still have that old weakness. I upset myself over
things which really present no problem, upsetting other
people at the same time. One's nature is hard to change.

I think of my mother too. If she were alive, what would she
say about my attitude to Qjiao Lin and my uncertainty about
marrying him? My thoughts constantly turn to her, not be-
cause she was such a strict mother that her ghost is still
watching over me since her death. No, she was not just my
mother but my closest friend. I loved her so much that the
thought of herleaving me makes my heart ache.

She never lectured me, just told me quietly in her deep,
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unwomanly voice about her successes and failures, so that I
could learn from her experience. She had evidently not had
many successes—her life was full of failures.

During her last days she followed me with her fine, ex-
pressive eyes, as if wondering how I would manage on my
own and as if she had some important advice for me but
hesitated to give it. She must have been worried by my naivete
and sloppy ways. She suddenly blurted out, “Shanshan, if
you aren't sure what you want, don’t rush .into marriage—
better live on your own!”

Other people might think this strange advice from a moth-
er to her daughter, but to me it embodied her bitter experi-
ence. I don't think she underestimated me or my knowledge
of life. She loved me and didn’t want me to be unhappy.

“I don't want to marry, mother!” I said, not out of

" bashfulness or a show of coyness. I can't think why a girl

should pretend to be coy. She had long since taught me about
things not generally mentioned to girls.

“If you meet the right man, then marry him. Only if he’s
right for you!”

“I'm afraid no such man exists!”

“That's not true. But it's hard. The world is so vast, I'm
afraid you may never meet him.” Whether married or not was
not what concerned her, but the quality of the marriage.

“Haven't you managed fine without a husband?”

“Who says so0?”

“I think you've done fine.”

“I'had no choice. . .."” She broke off, lost in thought, her face
wistful. Her wistful lined face reminded me of a withered
flower I had pressed in a book.

“Why did you have no choice?”

“You ask too many questions,” she parried, not ashamed to
confide in me but afraid that I might reach the wrong conclu-
sion. Besides, everyone treasures a secret to carry to the
grave. Feeling a bit put out, I demanded bluntly, “Didn’t you
love my dad?”

“No, I never loved him.”

“Did he love you?”
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