
PROLOGUE

A street in the capital of Szechuan 


It is evening. Wong, the water seller, introduces himself to the audience. 
WONG   I sell water here in the capital of Szechuan. It’s hard work. If there’s a drought, I’ve got to hunt for water far and wide. And if it rains too much, I can’t sell a drop. To make matters worse, our province suffers from bitter poverty. Everyone says that only the gods can help us. Luckily, I heard from a travelling cattle salesman that several of the highest gods are on their way and are even expected to visit us here in Szechuan. It seems that heaven is very upset by all the complaints it’s been getting. I’ve been waiting here at the city gates for three days to be the first to welcome them. I just hope I can recognize them! They may not come together for fear of attracting attention. It can’t be those men over there, they’re returning from work. (He examines a group of passing workers.) Their backs are bent from carrying heavy loads. That man can’t possibly be a god, he has ink on his fingers. At the most he’s a clerk in one of the cement factories. But those three over there! They look totally different. They are well fed, show no sign of any occupation whatsoever and their shoes are dusty, so they must have come a long way. It’s them! I await your commands, oh Enlightened Ones! (He throws himself on the ground.) 

FIRST GOD   (delighted) Have you been expecting us here?

WONG   For a long time. But only I knew you would come.

THIRD GOD   We need lodging for the night. 

SECOND GOD   Can you help us?

WONG   Of course! No problem! The city is at your feet, Enlightened Ones. Where would you like to stay?


The gods exchange a significant look. 

FIRST GOD   Try the first house you come to, my son! Try the nearest house!

WONG   I’m a little worried that I’ll upset the powers-that-be if I show anyone special preference.

FIRST GOD   That’s why we’re telling you to try the nearest one!

WONG   That would be Mr. Fo’s house over there! Excuse me a moment!


He runs to a house and knocks on the door. The door is opened, but he is turned away. He comes back reluctantly. 


What a shame. Mr. Fo isn’t in right now and his servants won’t do anything without his permission, because he’s very strict. He’ll be furious when he finds out who they turned away, won’t he?

THE GODS   (smiling) Indeed.

WONG   Wait a minute! The house next door belongs to the Widow Su. She’ll be beside herself with joy. (He runs over, but is apparently turned away there as well.) She says she has only one small room that isn’t made up. I’ll go ask Mr. Cheng. 

SECOND GOD   But one small room is all we need. Tell her we’ll take it. 

WONG   But it hasn’t been cleaned. It could be swarming with spiders.

SECOND GOD   It doesn’t matter. Spiders mean fewer flies. 

THIRD GOD   (friendly to Wong) My son, go try Mr. Cheng. To be perfectly honest, I’m afraid of spiders.


Wong knocks on another door and is let in.

FIRST GOD   Try the first house you come to, my son! Try the nearest house!

WONG   I’m a little worried that I’ll upset the powers-that-be if I show anyone special preference.

FIRST GOD   That’s why we’re telling you to try the nearest one!

WONG   That would be Mr. Fo’s house over there! Excuse me a moment!


He runs to a house and knocks on the door. The door is opened, but he is turned away. He comes back reluctantly. 


What a shame. Mr. Fo isn’t in right now and his servants won’t do anything without his permission, because he’s very strict. He’ll be furious when he finds out who they turned away, won’t he?

THE GODS   (smiling) Indeed.

WONG   Wait a minute! The house next door belongs to the Widow Su. She’ll be beside herself with joy. (He runs over, but is apparently turned away there as well.) She says she has only one small room that isn’t made up. I’ll go ask Mr. Cheng. 

SECOND GOD   But one small room is all we need. Tell her we’ll take it. 

WONG   But it hasn’t been cleaned. It could be swarming with spiders.

SECOND GOD   It doesn’t matter. Spiders mean fewer flies. 

THIRD GOD   (friendly to Wong) My son, go try Mr. Cheng. To be perfectly honest, I’m afraid of spiders.


Wong knocks on another door and is let in.

VOICE FROM THE HOUSE   Spare us your gods! We have our own worries!

WONG   (calling back to the gods) Mr. Cheng is terribly sorry. His house is full of relatives and he doesn’t dare face you. If you ask me, I think some of them are bad people, and he doesn’t want you to meet them. He fears your judgement. That must be it. 

THIRD GOD   Are we really so frightening?

WONG   Only to bad people, right? (He offers them a drink.)
FIRST GOD   (to Wong) Is it hopeless, my son?

WONG   How can you ask such a thing? I’m sure the next house will take you in. People are dying to host you. Just a little bad luck, that’s all. I’ll hurry!  (He runs off hesitantly and stands indecisively in the street.)
SECOND GOD   What did I tell you?

THIRD GOD   Maybe it’s just bad luck.

SECOND GOD   Bad luck in Shun, bad luck in Kwan and bad luck in Szechuan! There are no god-fearing people left, that’s the naked truth, which you refuse to face.  Our mission has failed, admit it!

FIRST GOD   We may still find good people any moment. We can’t expect it to be so easy.

THIRD GOD   The resolution stated that the world can go on as it is if we can find enough good people with lives worthy to be called human. If I’m not completely mistaken, the water seller is such a person himself. (He goes to Wong, who is still standing indecisively.)

SECOND GOD   He is totally mistaken. When the water fellow was giving us a drink from his measuring cup, I noticed some​thing. Take a look. (He shows the cup to the First God.)

FIRST GOD   It has a false bottom.

SECOND GOD   A cheat!

FIRST GOD   All right, cross him off the list. But who cares about one bad apple! We’ll find plenty of people who meet our conditions. We have to find one! 

THIRD GOD   (to Wong) Perhaps it’s too difficult to find us a room?

WONG   For you! What are you thinking? It’s my fault for not looking hard enough. 

THIRD GOD   I’m sure that’s not true. (He steps back.)
WONG   They’re starting to catch on. (He speaks to a passing gentleman.) My good Sir, excuse me for speaking to you, but three of the highest gods, whose imminent arrival all of Szechuan has been talking about for years, have actually arrived and need lodging. Don’t walk by me! Seize the day! It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance! Be the first on your block to invite the gods into your home, before someone else snaps them up. They’ll take any serious offer!


The gentleman has walked away. Wong turns to another.

FIRST GOD   This doesn’t look encouraging.

WONG   Dear Sir, you have heard the news. Do you happen to have a room? It doesn’t need to be fancy. It’s the thought that counts. 

THE GENTLEMAN   How am I supposed to know what sort of gods your gods are? Who knows what kind of people I’d be taking in.


He enters a tobacco shop. Wong runs back to the three gods.

WONG   I’ve found a gentleman who is sure to say yes.


 He sees his cup lying on the ground, looks confusedly at the gods, picks it up and runs back again.

WONG   (as the man is coming back out of the shop) So what do you say? They are three of the highest gods! Really! They look just like their statues in our temples. If you go over there right now and invite them, they might even say yes. 

THE GENTLEMAN   (laughs)  Who knows what sort of crooks you’re trying to palm off on me. (Exits.)
WONG   (curses at him)  Cheap bastard! Have you no piety? May you boil in oil for your indifference! You have covered Szechuan with shame! (pause) The only person left is Shen Te, the prostitute—she can never say no. (He calls “Shen Te.” She looks out of a window above.) They’re here, and I can’t find them a place to stay. Can you take them in for a night? 

SHEN TE   I don’t think so, Wong. I’m expecting a customer. But how is it possible you can’t find them somewhere to stay?!

WONG   I can’t go into that right now. The whole city of Szechuan is one big trash heap.  

SHEN TE   I’d have to hide when he comes. Maybe he’ll go away. He wants to take me out.

WONG   Couldn’t we wait inside?

SHEN TE   Can I be honest with them? 

WONG   No! Don’t let them find out about your profession! We’d better wait down here. But you won’t go out with him, will you?

SHEN TE   Things are tough right now, and if I don’t have my rent by tomorrow morning, I’ll be thrown out. 

WONG   How can you think of money at a time like this?  

SHEN TE   I don’t know, but the stomach still growls even on the Emperor’s birthday. 

FIRST GOD   This looks hopeless. 

SHEN TE   Oh, all right, I’ll take them in. But keep them away from the door until the coast is clear. (She turns out the light.) 


They go to Wong. 
WONG   (startled to see them standing behind him)  I’ve found you lodging. (He mops the sweat from his brow.)
THE GODS   Yes? Then show us the way.

WONG   There’s no real hurry. Take your time. Your room is being fixed up. She wants everything to be just right. She’s so delighted you’re coming.

THIRD GOD   All right, then, let’s sit down here and wait. 

WONG   But there’s too much traffic here. Why don’t we wait over there?  Maybe you’d like me to show you Szechuan by night? Shall we go for a little walk?

THIRD GOD   We’ve already walked a long way today. (smiling) But if you’d like us to move, all you have to do is ask. 


They sit on a stoop. Wong sits on the ground off to the side. 

WONG   (summoning his courage)  You’ll be staying with a young woman who lives alone. She’s the best person in Szechuan. 

THIRD GOD   That’s good. Is this all right for you?

WONG   (to the audience)  When I got my cup earlier, they gave me a funny look. Did they notice something? I’m afraid to look them in the eye. 

THIRD GOD   You look exhausted. 

WONG   A little. From running. 

FIRST GOD   Do the people here have a hard life?

WONG   The good ones.

FIRST GOD   (seriously)  You too?

WONG   I know what you’re getting at. I’m not good. But my life isn’t easy, either.


In the meantime a gentleman has appeared outside Shen Te’s door and has whistled several times. Wong jumps a little every time. 
THIRD GOD   (quietly to Wong) I think he’s gone now.

WONG   (confused)  Yes sir.


He gets up and runs up to her door, leaving his carrying pole behind. But the following has already happened: The man who was waiting has left; Shen Te has quietly come out the door, softly called “Wong,” and then gone down the street in search of him. When Wong gets to her door and quietly calls “Shen Te,” he gets no answer.

She’s let me down. She’s gone off to make her rent, and I have no lodging for the Enlightened Ones. They’re tired of waiting. I can’t come back to them again and say: sorry, no luck! My own little shelter in the drainage pipe is out of the question. Besides, I’m sure the gods wouldn’t want to stay with a person whose shady business methods they have uncovered. I’m not going back, not for anything in the world. But my carrying pole is over there. What should I do? I’m afraid to go get it. I’ll leave the city and hide from them, since I failed to help the ones I most revere. (He rushes off.)

He has just left when Shen Te returns. She looks on the other side and sees the gods. 

SHEN TE   Are you the Enlightened Ones? My name is Shen Te. I would be honored to offer you my humble room.

THIRD GOD   Where has the water seller gone?

SHEN TE   I must have missed him.

FIRST GOD   He probably thought you weren’t coming back, and was afraid to face us.

THIRD GOD   (picks up his carrying pole)  We’ll leave this with you. He’ll need it. (Shen Te leads them into the house.)


It grows dark and light again. In the morning light the gods come out the door, led by Shen Te. They say their good-byes.
FIRST GOD   Dear Shen Te, we thank you for your hospitality. We won’t forget that you were the one who took us in. Give the water seller his pole back, and thank him for finding us a good person.

SHEN TE   But I’m not good. I have a confession to make: when Wong asked me to give you lodging, I hesitated.

FIRST GOD   It’s all right to hesitate as long as you overcome it. You gave us more than a room for the night. Many, including some of us gods, were beginning to doubt that there were any good people left. That was the purpose of our journey—to find out. Now that we have found one, we can go happily on our way. Good bye!

SHEN TE   Wait, Enlightened Ones, I’m not at all sure that I am good. I would like to be, but how am I supposed to pay my rent? I might as well admit it: I sell myself in order to survive, but even so I can’t get by because there’s so much competition. I’ll do anything, but who wouldn’t? Of course I’d prefer to obey the commandments, but even with breaking a few, I can hardly survive.

FIRST GOD   Shen Te, these are nothing more than the doubts of a good person.

THIRD GOD   Farewell, Shen Te! Give my best to the water seller. He was a good friend to us.

SECOND GOD   I am afraid things turned out badly for him.

THIRD GOD   Take care!

FIRST GOD   Above all, be good, Shen Te! Farewell!


They turn to go. They are waving. 
SHEN TE   But I’m not sure of myself, Enlightened Ones. How can I be good when everything’s so expensive?

SECOND GOD   Unfortunately we can’t do anything about that. We’re not allowed to get mixed up in economic matters.

THIRD GOD   Hold on! Just a minute! If she had a little more money, things might be easier for her. 

SECOND GOD   We can’t give her anything. We wouldn’t be able to answer for it up there.

FIRST GOD   Why not? 


They put their heads together and have a lively discussion. The First God to Shen Te, embarrassed:


We understand that you can’t pay your rent. We are not poor, so it goes without saying that we will pay for our accommodations! Here! (He gives her money.)  But don’t tell anyone we paid you. It might be misinterpreted.

SECOND GOD   Exactly.

THIRD GOD  There is no reason we shouldn’t pay for our lodgings. The resolution says nothing to the contrary. Good bye then!


The gods exit quickly.

SCENE 1

A small tobacco shop
The shop isn’t quite furnished and is not yet open for business.
SHEN TE   (to the audience)  It’s been three days since the gods left. When I looked at what they had given me, I saw it was more than a thousand silver dollars. With the money I bought this tobacco shop. I just moved in yesterday, and I hope I’ll be able to do a lot of good. For example, take Mrs. Shin, the shop’s former owner. Yesterday she came by and asked me for rice for her children. And here she comes again, crossing the square with her pot. 


Mrs. Shin enters. The women bow to each other. 


How do you do, Mrs. Shin. 

MRS. SHIN   How do you do, Miss Shen Te. How do you like your new home?

SHEN TE   Very much. Did your children sleep well?

MRS. SHIN   Hah, in a strange house, if you can call that shack a house. The youngest already has a cough. 

SHEN TE   That’s bad. 

MRS. SHIN   You don’t know what bad is, you’ve got it so good. But you’ll learn a thing or two in this rat hole. The neighborhood is a slum.

SHEN TE   But you told me the workers from the cement factory come by on their lunch break.

MRS. SHIN   But besides them, nobody buys a thing, not even the locals. 

SHEN TE   You didn’t say a word about that when you sold me the shop.

MRS. SHIN   Don’t go pointing your finger at me! First you rob me and my children of our home, and now you call it a rat hole in a slum. That’s going too far! (She cries.)
SHEN TE   (quickly)  Let me get your rice.

MRS. SHIN   I also need to ask you to lend me some money.

SHEN TE   (as she fills her pot with rice) But I can’t. I haven’t sold anything yet. 

MRS. SHIN   But I need it. What am I supposed to live on? You took everything I had. Now you’re strangling me. I’ll leave my children on your doorstep, you bloodsucker. (She tears the pot out of her hands.)

SHEN TE   Don’t be so angry! You’re spilling the rice!


An elderly couple enters with a shabbily dressed man.
THE WIFE   Oh, my dear Shen Te, we heard you’re doing so well now. You’ve become a businesswoman! Just think, we have nowhere to stay. Our tobacco shop is out of business. So we were wondering if you couldn’t put us up for the night? You know my nephew, don’t you? He goes everywhere with us.

THE NEPHEW   (looking around)  Nice shop!

MRS. SHIN   Who in heaven’s name are they?

SHEN TE   When I moved from the country to the city, they were my first landlords. (to the audience)  When my little bit of money was gone, they threw me out. I’ll bet they’re afraid I’ll throw them out. 


They are poor.


They are homeless.


They are friendless.


They need someone.


How can I say no?


(speaks to them in a friendly manner)  Welcome! I will gladly put you up. Unfortunately, my shop is very small.

THE HUSBAND   That’s just fine. Don’t worry about us. 

THE WIFE   (while Shen Te brings them tea) We won’t get in your way. I bet you picked out a tobacco shop because it reminded you of your first home. We can give you some pointers. That’s another reason we’ve come.

MRS. SHIN   (sneering)  I hope a few customers come!

THE WIFE   What’s that got to do with us?

THE HUSBAND   Shhh! Here comes one now!


A disheveled man enters. 
THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   Excuse me. I’m unemployed.


Mrs. Shin laughs. 
SHEN TE   How can I help you?

THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   I hear you’re opening your shop tomorrow. I know that goods sometimes get damaged while unpacking. So I was wondering if you could spare a cigarette? 

THE WIFE   Of all the nerve, begging for tobacco! Like it was bread!

THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   Bread is expensive. A few puffs on a cigarette, and I’m a new man. 

SHEN TE   (gives him cigarettes)  It’s important to feel like a new man. You’ll be my first customer and bring me luck. 


The Unemployed Man quickly lights up, inhales, and exits coughing. 
THE WIFE   Was that wise, my dear Shen Te?

MRS. SHIN   If you start off like that, you won’t last three days.

THE HUSBAND   I bet he had money in his pocket. 

SHEN TE   He said he had nothing.

THE NEPHEW   How do you know he wasn’t lying?

SHEN TE   (furious)  How do I know he was!

THE WIFE   (shaking her head) She can’t say no! You’re too good, Shen Te. If you want to keep your shop, you’ll have to turn people down now and then. 

THE HUSBAND   Say the shop doesn’t belong to you. Say it belongs to a relative, a cousin, maybe, who keeps an eye on things. Couldn’t you do that?

MRS. SHIN   A person could do that if she didn’t always have to play the Good Samaritan.

SHEN TE   (laughing)  If you keep talking, I’ll take away your lodging and throw out your rice!

THE WIFE   (horrified)  She’s dishing out free rice now?

SHEN TE   (to the audience)

They are bad.


They have no friends. 


They would begrudge anyone a bowl of rice.


They want everything for themselves.


Who can blame them?


The Carpenter enters.

MRS. SHIN   (sees him and exits hastily)  I’ll stop by again tomorrow. (Exits.)
THE CARPENTER   (calling after her) Mrs. Shin, wait! You’re just the one I need to talk to.

THE WIFE   Does she come here often? Does she have some sort of claim on you? 

SHEN TE   She doesn’t have a claim on me, but she’s hungry: that’s stronger. 

THE CARPENTER   Are you the new shop owner? Aha, you’re already stocking the shelves. But they don’t belong to you, do they! Unless you pay for them. The old bag who was just here never paid for them. (to the others)  You see, I’m Lin To, the carpenter.

SHEN TE   But I thought they came with the furnishings.

THE CARPENTER    Lies! All lies! It’s obvious you and that Shin woman are in this together! I demand my 100 dollars. 

SHEN TE   How can I pay you—I’ve spent all my money. 

THE CARPENTER   I’ll have you repossessed! Immediately! Either you pay up or I’ll have you repossessed! 

THE HUSBAND   (prompting Shen Te)  Cousin!

SHEN TE   Can’t it be next month?

THE CARPENTER   (screaming) No!

SHEN TE   Don’t be so hard, Mr. Lin To. I can’t meet every demand at once.


(to the audience)

A little indulgence and your strength redoubles.


Look at the little cart horse stop at a tuft of grass:


Turn a blind eye and he’ll pull better.


How are we to live together without patience?


(to the Carpenter) A little patience, Mr. Lin To!

THE CARPENTER   And who will be patient with me and my family? (He pulls a shelf from the wall, as if he wants to take it with him.) Pay up, or I’m taking the shelves! 

THE WIFE   My dear Shen Te, why don’t you turn this matter over to your cousin? (to the Carpenter) Write out a bill, and Miss Shen Te’s cousin will pay.

THE CARPENTER   I’ve heard about such cousins!

THE NEPHEW   Stop laughing! He’s a personal friend of mine.

THE HUSBAND   Sharp as a razor.

CARPENTER    All right, he’ll get my bill. (He sits down to write out his bill.)
THE WIFE    (to Shen Te) He’ll rip the shirt off your back for a few measly shelves, if you don’t put a stop to it. Never acknowledge a claim, warranted or not, because before you know it you’ll be buried in claims. Why else do we have courts? 

SHEN TE   He worked hard and doesn’t want to end up empty-handed. It’s bad that I can’t pay him! What would the gods say? 

THE HUSBAND   You’ve done your part by taking us in, that’s more than enough.


Enter a limping man (the Brother) and a pregnant woman (the Sister-in-Law). 

THE BROTHER  (to the couple)  So, here you are! Fine relatives you turn out to be! Abandoning us on the corner!

THE WIFE   (to Shen Te, embarrassed)  This is my brother and his wife. (to both of them) Stop complaining and go sit in the corner—you wouldn’t want to disturb our old friend Shen Te. (to Shen Te) I think we’ll have to take them in, since my sister-in-law is in her fifth month. Or do you think we shouldn’t?

SHEN TE   Welcome!

THE WIFE   Say thank you. (to Shen Te)  They didn’t know where to turn. It’s a good thing you have this shop!

SHEN TE   (laughing to the audience as she brings in tea)  Yes, what a good thing!


The owner of the building, Mrs. Mi Tzu, enters holding a piece of paper in her hand.
MRS. MI TZU   Shen Te, I am the owner of this property. I hope we are going to get along. This is a lease. (While Shen Te reads it over.)  Opening a business is a nice thing, isn’t it? (She looks around.) I presume you’ll be able to provide me with references?

SHEN TE   Is that necessary?

MRS. MI TZU   But I have no idea who you are.

THE HUSBAND   Maybe we could vouch for Miss Shen Te? We’ve known her since she first came to the city, and we’d do anything for her. 

MRS. MI TZU   And who are you?

THE HUSBAND   I am Ma Fu, the tobacconist.

MRS. MI TZU   Where is your shop?

THE HUSBAND   At the moment I don’t have a shop. I just sold it, you see. 

MRS. MI TZU   I see. (to Shen Te)  And is there no one else who could serve as a reference?

THE WIFE   Cousin! Cousin!

MRS. MI TZU   There must be someone. This is a respectable building, my dear. I couldn’t possibly give you a lease otherwise. 

SHEN TE   (slowly, her eyes cast downward) I have a cousin. 

MRS. MI TZU   Ah, you have a cousin. Here? Let’s go see him right away. What does he do?

SHEN TE   He doesn’t live here, he lives in another city. 

THE WIFE   Didn’t you say he lives in Shun?

SHEN TE   Mr. ... Shui Ta. From Shun!

THE HUSBAND   I’m sure I know him! A tall, thin fellow. 

THE NEPHEW   (to the Carpenter)  You’ve done business with Miss Shen Te’s cousin! About the shelves!

THE CARPENTER   (sourly)  I’m just finishing the bill. There! (He hands it over.)  I’ll be back first thing in the morning! (Exits.)  
THE NEPHEW   (calls after him, while glancing at the landlady)  Don’t worry, her cousin will pay!

MRS. MI TZU   (staring at Shen Te) Well, I too would be pleased to meet him. Good evening, young lady. (Exits.)
THE WIFE   (after a pause)  Now the cat’s out of the bag. By tomorrow morning she’ll know all about you, that’s for sure.

THE SISTER-IN-LAW   (quietly to the Nephew)  This place won’t last long!


An old man enters, led by a boy.
THE BOY   (to the back) Here they are.

THE WIFE   Hello, grandfather. (To Shen Te)  The dear old man! He always took such good care of us. And the boy, hasn’t he grown? He eats like a horse. Anyone else with you?

THE HUSBAND   (looking outside)  Just our niece.

THE WIFE    (to Shen Te)  A young relative from the country. I hope our family isn’t too big for you. We weren’t this big when you lived with us, were we? Yes, we just kept getting bigger. The worse things got, the bigger we grew. And the bigger we grew, the worse things got. But now we better lock the door, or you’ll never have a moment’s peace.


They lock the door and sit. 

The main thing is that we not disturb your business. If we do, who’s going to bring home the bacon? We’ve come up with a plan: during the day, the young people will go out while grandfather, my sister-in-law and maybe me will stay behind. OK? Turn on the light, make yourselves at home.

THE NEPHEW   (joking)  I just hope your cousin doesn’t drop in unexpectedly, the strict Mr. Shui Ta!


The Sister-in-Law laughs.
THE BROTHER   (reaching for a cigarette)  I’m sure you can spare just one!

THE HUSBAND   Of course she can!


Everyone takes something to smoke. The Brother hands around a jug of wine.
the nephew   Her cousin will pay!

the grandfather   (seriously to Shen Te)  Such a beautiful day!


Shen Te, confused by the delayed greeting, bows. She has the Carpenter’s bill in one hand and the lease in the other.
the wife   Why don’t we sing something to entertain our hostess?

the nephew   Grandfather, you start!


They sing  THE SONG OF SMOKE


Long ago, when I was young and tough


I hoped to get ahead on brains alone. 


But now I know that brains are not enough


To help a poor man make it on his own.


And so I say: give up!    


Just watch the smoke drift out of view


And disappear into the cold night air: 


That smoke is you. 


I saw good, hard-working men mistreated 


And so I chose the crooked path instead.


But even that road leaves our kind defeated


And I don’t see another road ahead. 


And so I say: give up!  


Just watch the smoke drift out of view


And disappear into the cold night air: 


That smoke is you. 


Old folks, I hear, have no more cause for hoping 


Since hope needs time, and time is running out.


But for the young, I hear, the door stands open,


Yeah, open onto nothing, I’ve no doubt. 


So I also say: give up! 


Just watch the smoke drift out of view


And disappear into the cold night air: 


That smoke is you.

the nephew   Where did you get the wine? 

the sister-in-law   He traded the sack of tobacco for it. 

the husband   What? That tobacco was the only thing we had left! We never even traded it for a night’s sleep! You bastard!

the brother   Are you calling me a bastard because my wife is freezing? And look, you’re already drinking! Give me that jug!


They fight. The tobacco shelves collapse. 
SHEN TE   (begs them)  Spare the shop, please, don’t destroy everything! It was a gift from the gods! Take whatever you want, but don’t destroy it!

the wife   (skeptically) This shop is smaller than I thought. We probably shouldn’t have told the others about it. If they show up, it’ll definitely be too crowded.

the sister-in-law   Our hostess isn’t so nice anymore!


Voices are heard from outside, and there is a knocking at the door.
cries   Open up!—It’s us!

shen te   My beautiful shop! 

(to the audience)  


The little lifeboat


Quickly sinks:


Too many drowning hands


Pull it under. 

CRIES   (from outside)  Open up!

INTERLUDE 1a

Under a bridge


The Water Seller is cowering by the river.
WONG  (looking around) Things have quieted down. I’ve been hiding here for four days. The gods won’t find me because I’ve got my eyes peeled. I ran off on purpose in the direction they were headed. On the second day they crossed over the bridge—I heard their steps above me. They must be long gone by now, they’ll never find me. 


He lays back and goes to sleep. Music. The bushes become transparent and the gods appear. Wong covers his face with his arm, as if someone were about to hit him.


Don’t say a word, I know what you’re going to say! I couldn’t find anyone to take you in! Now you know! Now you can move on!

FIRST GOD   But you did find someone. She came when you were gone. She took us in for the night, she watched over us while we slept, and in the morning when we left, she lit our way. You told us she was a good person, and she was. 

WONG   So Shen Te took you in?

THIRD GOD   Of course. 

WONG   And I ran off, disbeliever that I am! Because I thought: she’ll never come. Things are going badly for her, so she’ll never come.

THE GODS 
Oh weak man.



Well-meaning, but weak man!


Where there is hardship, he thinks there can be no goodness!


Where there is danger, he thinks there can be no courage!


Oh weakness, that can see no good anywhere!


Oh rash judgement! Oh foolish despair!

WONG   I am so ashamed, Enlightened Ones!

FIRST GOD   And now, Water Seller, please hurry back to the city and keep a lookout for the good Shen Te, and then report back to us. Things are going well for her now. We need to push on and search for more people who resemble our good person of Szechuan, to put an end to the rumor that life here on earth has become impossible for good people. 

They disappear.

SCENE 2

The tobacco shop


People are sleeping everywhere. The lamp is still burning. There is a knock.
THE WIFE   (gets up, half-asleep)  Shen Te! Someone’s knocking! Where is she?

SISTER-IN LAW   She must be getting breakfast. Her cousin will pay!


The wife laughs and shuffles to the door. A young man (Shui Ta) enters, followed by the Carpenter.
SHUI TA   I am her cousin.

the wife   (thunderstruck)  What? 

SHUI TA   My name is Shui Ta.

the guests   (waking each other) Her cousin!—But that was just a joke, she doesn’t have a cousin!— But this guy says he’s her cousin!—Unbelievable, and so early in the morning!

the HUSBAND   If you are our hostess’s cousin, sir, then get us some breakfast, and make it snappy!

SHUI TA   (extinguishing the lamp)  The first customers will be here soon. Please get dressed right away so I can open my shop.

The husband   Your shop? I thought this shop belonged to our friend Shen Te? (Shui Ta shakes his head.) 

NEPHEW   What, the shop isn’t hers?

the sister-in-law   So she was lying to us! Where is she, anyway?

SHUI TA   She’s been delayed. She wanted me to tell you that now that I am here, she can’t help you anymore. 

the wife   (shaken)  And we thought she was a good person!

the nephew   Don’t listen to him! Let’s look for her!

the husband   Yes, let’s. (He gets them organized) You and you and you, go look for her. We’ll stay here with grandfather and keep an eye on things. In the meantime, the boy can try to find us something to eat. (to the boy) You know the bakery on the corner? Sneak over there and stuff your shirt full. 

the sister-in-law   Try to grab a few of those little white cakes!

the husband   But watch out the baker doesn’t catch you. And steer clear of the policeman!


The boy nods and exits. The others put on all of their clothes. 

SHUI TA   Won’t stolen cakes give this honest shop a bad reputation?

the nephew   Don’t worry, we’ll soon find Shen Te, and she’ll politely show him the door.


The Nephew, the Brother, the Sister-In-Law and the Niece exit.
the sister-in-law   (exiting) Leave us something to eat!

SHUI TA   (calmly) They won’t find her. My cousin naturally regrets that she can’t practice the commandment of hospitality forever. But unfortunately there are too many of you! This is a tobacco shop, it is Miss Shen Te’s livelihood.

the husband   Our Shen Te would never say something like that. 

SHUI TA   You may be right. (to the Carpenter) The unfortunate thing is that poverty in this city is so great that no single person can fix it. Sadly nothing has changed in this respect since the following lines were written eleven hundred years ago:


The governor, asked what was needed


To help the people freezing in the city, answered:


A blanket ten thousand feet long


That could cover all the slums.


He starts cleaning up the shop.
the carpenter   I see that you’re trying to put your cousin’s affairs in order. There’s a small debt for the shelves to be settled, substantiated before witnesses. 100 dollars.

SHUI TA   (pulling the bill out of his pocket, not unfriendly) Don’t you think that 100 dollars is a bit much?

the carpenter   No. I can’t lower the amount. I have a wife and children to feed.

SHUI TA   (harshly) How many children?

the carpenter   Four.

SHUI TA   Then I’ll offer you 20 dollars.


The man laughs.
The Carpenter   Are you crazy? These shelves are made of walnut!

SHUI TA   Then take them away.

The carpenter   What do you mean by that?

SHUI TA   They are too expensive. I beg you to take your walnut shelves away.

the wife   That’s a good one! (She also laughs.)
the carpenter   (indecisively) I demand that Miss Shen Te be found. Apparently she’s a better person than you. 

SHUI TA   Of course she is. She’s ruined.

the carpenter   (Resolutely takes a shelf and carries it to the door.) You can pile your cigarettes on the floor for all I care!

SHUI TA   (to the Husband) Help him!

the husband   (also grabs a shelf and carries it grinning to the door) Okay, out with the shelves!

the carpenter   You dog! You want my family to starve?

SHUI TA   Once more I offer you 20 dollars, because I’d rather not pile my cigarettes on the floor. 

the carpenter   100!


Shui Ta stares indifferently out the window. The Husband gets ready to carry out the shelves.


Don’t break them, you idiot! (Despairing) But they’re custom-made! They’ll only fit in this shop. The boards have already been cut up, Sir!

SHUI TA   Exactly. That’s why I’m only offering you 20 dollars. Because the boards have already been cut up. 


The wife squeals in pleasure.
the carpenter   (suddenly exhausted) I give up. Keep the shelves, pay whatever you want.

SHUI TA   Twenty dollars.


He lays two bills on the table. The Carpenter takes them.
The husband   (bringing the shelves back) That’s plenty for a pile of cut-up boards.

the carpenter   Yeah, plenty for me to get drunk! (Exits.)
the husband   We got rid of him!

the wife   (drying her tears of laughter)  “They’re made of walnut!”—“Take them away!”—“100 dollars! I have children!”—“Then I’ll pay twenty!”—“But they’ve been cut up!”—“Exactly! Twenty dollars!”—That’s how to handle his type!

shui ta   Yes. (Seriously) Now get out.

the husband   Us?

SHUI TA   Yes, you. You’re nothing but a bunch of freeloading crooks. If you leave quickly, without wasting time arguing, you can still save yourselves.

the husband    It’s best not to answer him at all. No good screaming on an empty stomach. Where is that boy?

SHUI TA   Yes, where is the boy? I don’t want him and his stolen cakes in my shop. (Suddenly screaming) I repeat: get out!


They stay seated. Shui Ta is quite calm again:  As you wish. 


He goes to the door and yells out a greeting. A policeman appears in the door.

I presume that I am speaking to the captain of this precinct?

the policeman   Yes I am, Mr.…

SHUI TA   Shui Ta. (They share a laugh.) Nice weather today!

the policeman   A bit warm, perhaps.

SHUI TA   Perhaps a bit warm.

the husband   (Quietly to his wife) If he keeps on yakking until the boy comes back, we’re done for.


He secretly tries to give Shui Ta a sign.
the wife   (to her husband) Calm down! The boy won’t come in if he sees the policeman standing out front.

SHUI TA   Why don’t you come inside. It’s really much cooler in here. My cousin and I have opened a shop. Let me assure you, we think it’s essential to be on good terms with the authorities. 

the policeman   (enters) That’s very kind of you, Mr. Shui Ta. Yes, it is nice and cool in here.

the husband   (quietly)  He only brought him inside so that the boy wouldn’t see him. 

SHUI TA   Guests! Casual acquaintances of my cousin, so I’m told. They’re getting ready to go on a trip. (They bow.) We were just about to say our good-byes. I will tell my cousin thank her for the night’s lodging but didn’t have time to wait for her.

the husband   (hoarsely) Yes, we’ll be going then.


Noise from the street and cries of “Stop thief!”
the policeman   What’s that?


The Boy stands in the doorway. Flat bread and small cakes fall out of his shirt. The Wife, in desperation, waves at him to leave. He turns and tries to leave. Stop, you! He grabs him. Where did you get those cakes?

the boy   Over there. 

the policeman   Ah-hah! Stole ’em, didn’t you?

the wife   We don’t know a thing about it. The boy did it totally on his own. You good-for-nothing!

the policeman   Mr. Shui Ta, can you help clear up this incident?


Shui Ta is silent. 

Ah-hah. Come on, let’s go down to the station. 

SHUI TA   I am shocked that such a thing could happen in my shop.

the wife   He was here when the boy left!

SHUI TA   I can assure you, Officer, I would hardly have invited you in if I were trying to conceal a crime. 

the policeman   That’s obvious. I’m sure you understand, Mr. Shui Ta, that it’s my duty to take these people away. (Shui Ta bows.) Move it along! (He herds them out.)
the grandfather   (peacefully as he passes out the door) It’s so nice to meet you.


Everyone except Shui Ta exits. Shui Ta continues clearing up. The landlady enters.

MRS. MI TZU   So, you are this cousin of hers! What does it mean that the police are dragging people out of my build​ing? That’s what happens when you take in people who yesterday were living on the street! You see, I know what’s what!

SHUI TA   I can see that. Mrs. Mi Tzu, I know my cousin’s reputation is terrible: she’s had a miserable life! 

MRS. MI TZU   Oh, please, let’s not get sloppy with our feelings! Sir, this is a respectable building! The other tenants don’t want to live under the same roof with a person of her kind, you can be sure of that. (Pause) I’m not inhuman, but I have my responsibilities. 

SHUI TA   (cold) Mrs. Mi Tzu, I am a busy man. Why don’t you just tell me how much it will cost us to live in this respectable building. 

MRS. MI TZU   You’re a cool customer, I’ll give you that.

SHUI TA   (pulls the lease out of a drawer) The rent is very high. I assume from this lease it is to be paid monthly. 

MRS. MI TZU   (quickly)  But not for people like your cousin.

SHUI TA   What do you mean by that?

MRS. MI TZU   It means that people like your cousin have to pay half a year’s rent in advance: 200 dollars. 

SHUI TA   Two hundred dollars! That’s outrageous! How do you expect me to come up with that kind of money? I can’t count on huge sales here. My only hope is that the sack stitchers from the cement factory smoke a lot, because I’ve heard their work is very exhausting. But they’re badly paid. 

MRS. MI TZU   You should have thought of that before. Two hundred dollars in advance, or she goes back on the street where she came from.


The policeman enters.
the policeman   Don’t worry, Mr. Shui Ta.

MRS. MI TZU   The police seem to have taken a special interest in this shop.

the policeman   Mrs. Mi Tzu, I hope you don’t have the wrong impression. Mr. Shui Ta did us a service, I’ve come back to thank him in the name of the authorities. 

MRS. MI TZU   Well, I don’t care about that. I hope, Mr. Shui Ta, that my suggestion meets with your cousin’s approval. I like to be on good terms with my tenants. Good day, gentlemen. (Exits.)
SHUI TA   Good day, Mrs. Mi Tzu.

the policeman   Are you having trouble with Mrs. Mi Tzu?

SHUI TA   She demands that the rent be paid in advance because she doesn’t think my cousin is respectable.

the policeman   And you don’t have the money? (Shui Ta is silent.) But Mr. Shui Ta, a man like you should be able to get credit!

SHUI TA   Perhaps. But how is someone like Shen Te going to get credit?

The policeman   Won’t you be staying? 

SHUI TA   No. And I can’t come again. I am only able to lend her a helping hand this once because I happened to be passing through. The next time she’ll have to rely on herself. I’m worried what will happen then. 

the policeman   Mr. Shui Ta, I’m sorry you are having trouble with the rent. I have to admit we had misgivings about this shop, but your decisive actions earlier showed us what kind of a man you are. The authorities are quick to identify pillars of the community.

SHUI TA   (bitterly)  Sir, in order to save this little shop, which my cousin thinks of as a gift from the gods, I am prepared to do anything the law permits. But hardness and cunning only protect us from the people beneath us. I’m like the man who has gotten rid of the rats in his cellar when the river pours in! (After a little pause.) Do you smoke?

the policeman   (putting two cigars in his pocket)  We at the station would be sorry to lose you, Mr. Shui Ta. But you have to try to understand Mrs. Mi Tzu. We have to admit that Shen Te used to live by selling herself to men. You might answer: what was she to do? How was she to pay her rent? But the fact remains: it isn’t respectable. Fine, you answer back, what is she supposed to do now? She has to raise half a year’s rent. Mr. Shui Ta, I have to admit, I don’t know how. (He thinks hard.) Mr. Shui Ta, I have it. Find her a husband!


An old woman (the Carpet Seller’s Wife) enters.
the CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   I’d like a good inexpensive cigar for my husband. Tomorrow is our fortieth anniversary and we’re having a little celebration.

SHUI TA   (politely) Forty years and still celebrating!

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE    As much as we can afford! We run the carpet shop across the street. I hope we’ll be good neighbors, it’s important, times are hard.

SHUI TA   (shows her various boxes) That’s a very old saying, I’m afraid.

the policeman   Mr. Shui Ta, we need capital. So I recommend a marriage.

SHUI TA   (excusing himself to the Old Woman) I have been bothering the good officer with my private troubles. 

the policeman   We don’t have six months’ rent. All right, so we’ll marry a little money. 

SHUI TA   That won’t be so easy.

the policeman   Why not? She is an eligible young lady. She has a small, growing business. (To the Old Woman)  What do you think?

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   (undecided)  Yes…

the policeman   Place an ad in the newspaper.

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   If the young lady agrees…

the policeman   Why wouldn’t she? I’ll write it for you. One good deed deserves another. Don’t go thinking that the authorities have no sympathy for the struggles of the small businessman. You give us a hand and we write your marriage advertisement! Ha ha ha! (He eagerly takes out his notebook, licks the tip of the pencil and starts writing.)
SHUI TA   (slowly)  It’s not a bad idea.

the policeman   “What respectable gentleman…of modest means…widower acceptable…desires to marry into… flourishing tobacco business?” — And then let’s add: “Am attractive, good-natured.”—Well? 

SHUI TA   If you don’t think it’s an exaggeration.

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   (friendly)  Not at all. I’ve seen her.


The Policeman tears the page from his book and hands it to Shui Ta.

SHUI TA   I am shocked to see how much luck is needed to keep from being crushed! How many good ideas! How many friends!

SCENE 3

Evening in the park


A young man in tattered clothes watches an airplane make a high arc over the park. He pulls a noose out of his pocket and looks around. As he walks up to a large willow tree, two prostitutes come up the path. One is old, the other is the Sister-in-Law  from the family of eight. 
the young PROSTITUTE   Hey there, good-lookin’. Wanna come with me, lover boy?

YANG SUN   I might, ladies, if you’d buy me something to eat.

the old PROSTITUTE   You crazy? (to the Young Prostitute)  Come on. We’re wasting our time with him. He’s that unemployed flier. 

the young prostitute   But it’s about to rain, there won’t be anybody here. 

the old prostitute   There might be.


They move on. Yang Sun, looking around, pulls out his noose and throws it over a willow branch. But he is interrupted again. The two prostitutes come back quickly. They don’t see him.

the young prostitute   It’s gonna pour any second.


Shen Te comes walking up the path.
the old prostitute   Look, here comes the vulture. She ruined you and your family!

the young prostitute   Not her. It was her cousin. She took us in, and later she offered to pay for the cakes. I’ve got nothing against her. 

the old prostitute   But I do! (loudly) Ah, here comes Miss Money Bags! She has her own shop, but that doesn’t keep her from stealing our customers.

SHEN TE   You don’t have to be so mean. I’m going to the tea house by the pond. 

THE YOUNG PROSTITUTE   Is it true you’re going to marry a widower with three children?

SHEN TE   Yes, he answered the marriage ad. I’m going to meet him.

YANG SUN   (impatient) Go on, get the hell out of here, you whores! I came here for some peace and quiet!

the old prostitute   Shut your face!


The two prostitutes exit.

YANG SUN   (yelling after them) Vultures! 

SHEN TE   (furious) Why are you yelling at them? (She sees the noose.) Oh.

YANG SUN   What are you staring at?

SHEN TE   What’s the rope for?

YANG SUN   Move along, sister, move along! I don’t have any money, nothing, not a red cent. And if I had one, I’d buy a cup of water before I’d buy you. 


It starts to rain.
SHEN TE   What’s the rope for? You shouldn’t!

YANG SUN   It’s none of your business. Get the hell out of here!

SHEN TE   It’s raining. 

YANG SUN   Don’t try to come under this tree.

SHEN TE   (stands motionless in the rain) No. 

YANG SUN   Give it up, sister, it’s useless. You won’t get my business. You’re too ugly. And you’re bowlegged. 

SHEN TE   That’s not true.

YANG SUN   Don’t show them! Well, damn it, come under the tree if it’s raining!


She walks over slowly and sits under the tree.
SHEN TE   Why do you want to do that?

YANG SUN   Do you really want to know? Then I’ll tell you, so I can get it off my chest. (Pause.) Do you know what a flier is?

SHEN TE   Yes, I saw a flier in a tea house once. 

YANG SUN   No, you didn’t. Maybe a couple of idiots with leather helmets, jerks without the ear for a motor or the feel for an engine. The only way they get their hands on a crate is by bribing the airport officials. Tell one of them: drop your crate through the clouds from 2,000 feet up and then pick her up with a flick of the stick, and he’ll say: that’s not in my contract. Anyone who can’t set his crate on the ground like it was his own ass is not a flier but a damn fool. I am a flier. But I’m the biggest damn fool of them all, because I read every book on flying at the school in Peking. But there’s one page I never read, the page that says they don’t need fliers anymore. And so I’m a flier without a plane, a mail pilot without any mail. But you wouldn’t understand. 

SHEN TE   I think I do understand. 

YANG SUN   No, I said you can’t understand, and so you can’t understand.

SHEN TE   (half laughing, half crying) When we were children we had a crane with a broken wing. He was friendly to us, put up with our games, and strutted along behind us, screeching if we ran too fast. But every spring and fall, when the big flocks came flying overhead, he got all restless, and I understood him very well.

YANG SUN   Don’t cry.

SHEN TE   No.

YANG SUN   It’ll ruin your complexion.

SHEN TE   I’ve already stopped. 


She dries her eyes with her sleeve. Leaning against the tree, he reaches toward her face, without turning to face her. 
YANG SUN   You don’t even know how to wipe your face. (He wipes her face with a handkerchief. Pause.) If you have to stick around to keep me from hanging myself, you could at least say something.

SHEN TE   I don’t know what to say.

YANG SUN   Tell me why you wanted to cut me down, sister?

SHEN TE   You scared me. I’m sure you only wanted to do it because the evening is so gloomy. (To the audience:)

In our country


Gloomy evenings shouldn’t be allowed


Or high bridges over the rivers


Or the hour between night and morning


Or the whole winter: these things are dangerous. 


For in the face of misery


It doesn’t take much 


For people to throw away


Their unbearable lives. 

YANG SUN   Tell me about yourself.

SHEN TE   What should I tell you? I have a small shop.

YANG SUN   (mocking) Right, you don’t walk the streets, you’ve got a shop!

SHEN TE   (firmly) I have a shop, but before that I walked the streets.

YANG SUN   And I bet the shop was a gift from the gods? 

SHEN TE   Yes.

YANG SUN   One fine evening they came up and said: Here’s some money for you?

SHEN TE   (laughing quietly) One fine morning. 

YANG SUN   You’re not exactly entertaining.

SHEN TE   (after a pause) I can play the zither and do imitations. (Using a deep voice, she imitates a dignified man) “No, I can’t believe it, I’ve lost my wallet!” But then I got the shop. So the first thing I did was give my zither away. I told myself, now I can be a wallflower, it doesn’t matter.


I am a rich woman, I said.


I walk alone. I sleep alone. 


For a whole year, I said,


I won’t go near a man.

YANG SUN   But now you’re going to marry one? (She is silent.) What do you know about love anyway?

SHEN TE   Everything.

YANG SUN   Nothing, sister. Or did you enjoy it?

SHEN TE   No. 

YANG SUN   (strokes his hand over her face, without turning to face her) Is that nice?

SHEN TE   Yes. 

YANG SUN   You’re easy to please. What a town!

SHEN TE   Don’t you have any friends?

YANG SUN   A whole pile of them, but none who wants to hear that I’m still out of a job. What about you? Do you have a boyfriend? 

SHEN TE   (hesitating) A cousin.

YANG SUN   You’d better not trust him. 

SHEN TE   He was only here once. Now he’s gone and he’s never coming back. But why are you talking so hopelessly? They say: To speak without hope is to speak without kindness. 

YANG SUN   Keep on talking! After all, a voice is still a voice.

SHEN TE   (eagerly) There are still friendly people, despite all the poverty. When I was small, I once fell down carrying a bundle of firewood. An old man picked me up and even gave me a coin. I think about that often. Meanness is just a form of clumsiness. Whenever someone sings a song or builds a machine or plants rice, he’s really being friendly. Even you are friendly. 

YANG SUN  It doesn’t take much according to you.

SHEN TE   Yes. And I just felt a rain drop.

YANG SUN   Where?

SHEN TE   Between my eyes.

YANG SUN   More to the right or more to the left?

SHEN TE   More to the left.

YANG SUN   Good. (After a while, drowsily) And you’re through with men?

SHEN TE   (smiling) But I’m not bowlegged.

YANG SUN   Maybe not.

SHEN TE   Definitely not.

YANG SUN   (leaning tiredly back against the tree) But since I haven’t had anything to eat or drink in two days, I couldn’t love you, sister, even if I wanted to.

SHEN TE   It’s nice in the rain.


Wong, the water seller, enters. He sings:


THE SONG OF THE WATER SELLER IN THE RAIN

I sell water for a living


But now I’m standing in the rain.


I’ve been walking miles since morning



And watched my luck go down the drain.


So now I scream: Buy water! 


But nobody buys it 


Nobody pays me


Nobody tries it. 


(Buy water, you dogs!)



If I could only make the rain stop!

Once I dreamed there was a drought 


For seven years or thereabout! 


I sold my water by the drop!


Oh, how they screamed for more! 



And from that day my fortunes rose


And as demand shot through the roof,


I chose my customers by the nose.

(They drooled, the dogs!)



(laughing)


But for now, you little weeds 



Stretch out, lay back, take my advice


Drink all the water that you need 


Don’t even think about the price. 


And so I scream: Buy water! 


But nobody buys it 


Nobody pays me


Nobody tries it.


(Buy water, you dogs!)



The rain has stopped. Shen Te sees Wong and runs to him.
SHEN TE   Oh, Wong, you’re back! I’ve got your carrying pole.

WONG   Thanks for hanging on to it! How are you, Shen Te?

SHEN TE   Good. I’ve met a brave, intelligent man. And I’d like to buy a cup of your water.

WONG   Just lean your head back and open your mouth, you’ll have as much water as you want. The willow there is still dripping. 

SHEN TE   But I want your water, Wong.


That has been carried a great distance


And I need it for the flier over there.


A flier is braver than other people. 


With the clouds for company 


Braving the tempest


He flies through the skies, bringing 


Friends in distant countries


The friendly mail.


She pays for the water and brings it to Yang Sun.
SHEN TE   (calls back to Wong, laughing) He’s fallen asleep. Hopelessness and the rain and me have worn him out.

INTERLUDE 3a

Wong’s shelter in a drainage pipe

The water seller is asleep. Music. The drainage pipe becomes transparent, and the gods appear to the dreamer.
WONG   (beaming) I saw her, Enlightened Ones! She’s the same as ever!

FIRST GOD   That pleases us.

WONG   She’s in love! She showed me her young man. She’s doing really well.

FIRST GOD   That’s good to hear. 

WONG   Definitely! She does as many good deeds as she can.

SECOND GOD   What sort of good deeds? 

WONG   She has a kind word for everyone.

SECOND GOD   (eagerly) Yes, and what else?

WONG   People rarely leave her shop without tobacco, even if they can’t pay.

FIRST GOD   Anything else?

WONG   She took in a family of eight!

THIRD GOD   (triumphantly to the Second God) Eight! (to Wong) And something else, perhaps?

WONG   She bought a cup of my water, even though it was raining.

FIRST GOD   Yes of course. Modest good deeds. That goes without saying.

WONG   But they add up! It’s not easy for a little shop to hand out free merchandise.

FIRST GOD   Of course, of course! But a creative gardener can do wonders with a tiny plot of land.

WONG   That’s exactly what she does! Every morning she hands out rice, I swear it costs her nearly half her earnings! 

SECOND GOD   (somewhat disappointed)  Well, it’s not bad for a start.

WONG   Remember, these are hard times. Once she had to call on her cousin for help, when her shop ran into trouble. She can’t keep an eye on her whole business. But everyone agrees she’s a good person. They’re all calling her “The Angel of the Slums.” So much good flows from her shop! No matter what Lin To the carpenter says!

SECOND GOD   What’s that? Does the carpenter Lin To speak badly of her? 

WONG   Oh, he says that the shelves in the shop aren’t fully paid for.

FIRST GOD   What’s that? A carpenter wasn’t paid? In Shen Te’s shop?  How could she allow that to happen? 

WONG   I guess she didn’t have the money.

SECOND GOD   That makes no difference, a debt is a debt. 

WONG   But it was her cousin, Enlightened Ones, not Shen Te herself.

FIRST GOD   Then her cousin must never cross her threshold again!

WONG   (despairing) I understand, Enlightened One. In her defense, let me point out that her cousin is regarded as a thoroughly respectable businessman. Even by the police. 

THIRD GOD   Well, we don’t want to condemn this cousin without a hearing. 

FIRST GOD   I admit I don’t know much about business—perhaps we should inquire what is customary. 

THIRD GOD   But business! Is it even necessary? 

SECOND GOD   Nowadays everyone’s in business! 

THIRD GOD   Were the seven good kings in business?

SECOND GOD   (in quite a huff) In any case, this must never happen again.


He turns to go. The two other gods also turn.
THIRD GOD   (the last to go, embarrassed) Please excuse our somewhat harsh tone today! We’re exhausted, we haven’t been sleeping well. The wealthy give us their warmest referrals to the poor, but the poor don’t have enough rooms…. 


The gods curse as they disappear: 

FIRST GOD   Even the best of them is weak! 

THIRD GOD   Nothing conclusive!

FIRST GOD   So few, so few! Her heart’s in the right place, but it doesn’t add up to much! She should at least…. (They are no longer audible.)
WONG   (calling after them) Oh, don’t be unmerciful, Enlightened Ones. Don’t ask too much for a start!

SCENE 4

The square outside Shen Te’s tobacco shop

A barber shop, a carpet shop and Shen Te’s tobacco shop. It is morning. Waiting outside Shen Te’s shop are two stragglers from the family of eight, the Boy and the Sister-in-Law, as well as the Unemployed Man and Mrs. Shin.
the sister-in-law   She didn’t come home last night? Shocking!

MRS. SHIN  Just when her awful cousin is finally gone and we’re getting our rice again, she starts staying out all night, walking the streets!


Loud voices are heard from the barber shop. Wong stumbles out followed by the fat barber, Mr. Shu Fu, who is holding a heavy curling iron.
MR. SHU FU   I’ll teach you to molest my customers with your stinking water! Take your cup and clear out!


Wong reaches to take the cup that Mr. Shu Fu is holding out to him, and the barber smashes his hand with the curling iron, causing Wong to scream in pain.
MR. SHU FU   There! Let that be a lesson to you! 


He settles back in his barber chair, huffing. 
THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   (Picks up the cup and hands it to Wong.) You can sue him for hitting you. 

WONG   My hand!

the unemployed man   Any broken bones?

WONG   I can’t move it.

the unemployed man   Sit down and pour some water over it!


Wong sits down.
MRS. SHIN   At least water is cheap. 

the sister-in-law   If Shen Te were here instead of gallivanting about, you might have gotten a bandage! It’s a scandal!

MRS. SHIN   (darkly) She’s forgotten us!


Shen Te comes down the street, carrying a pot of rice.
SHEN TE   (to the audience)  I’ve never seen the city at dawn. I’ve come a long way from Sun’s neighborhood to here, but with every step I feel happier. I tell you, you’re missing so much when you’re not in love and don’t see your city at the hour it rises like a sober old craftsman, filling his lungs with fresh air and reaching for his tools, as the poets say. (To the people who are waiting.) Good morning! Here’s your rice! (She gives out her rice, then sees Wong.) Good morning, Wong. I feel giddy today. On my way here I looked at myself in every shop window, and now I feel like buying a shawl. (After a brief hesitation.) I so much want to look beautiful. 


She quickly steps into the carpet shop. 

MR. SHU FU   (who has appeared again in the door, to the audience) I am struck by how beautiful Miss Shen Te, the owner of the tobacco shop across the street, looks today. I’ve never really noticed her before. I’ve been watching her for three minutes now and I think I’m already in love with her. How incredibly charming she is! (to Wong) Get out of here, you bum!


He goes back inside the barber shop. Shen Te and an elderly couple—the Carpet Seller and his wife—come out of the carpet shop. Shen Te carries a shawl, the Carpet Seller a mirror. 
THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   It’s quite pretty and not expensive either, ’cause it’s got a little hole in it. 

SHEN TE   (looking at the shawl on the Carpet Seller’s arm) The silk one’s nice too.

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   (smiling) But unfortunately it doesn’t have a flaw.

SHEN TE   Yes, that’s the problem. I can’t afford to be extravagant. I have so little income and so many expenses. 

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   For charitable deeds. Don’t do too much. When you’re starting out every bowl of rice counts, doesn’t it?

SHEN TE   (tries on the shawl with the hole) Well, that’s true, but I’m feeling frivolous today. Is this a good color for me?

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   You need to ask a man about that. 

SHEN TE   (Turning to the Old Man) Does this shawl suit me?

THE CARPET SELLER   Why don’t you ask…

SHEN TE   (very politely) No, I’m asking you.

THE CARPET SELLER   (also politely) The shawl suits you. But wear it with the pale side out. 


Shen Te pays.
THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   If you don’t like it, you can always exchange it. (Pulls her aside) Does he have any money? 

SHEN TE   (laughing) Oh no. 

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   Will you be able to pay the six months’ rent?

SHEN TE   Six months’ rent! I completely forgot about that.

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   That’s just what I thought! I want to discuss something with you. You see, my husband and I would like to help you out. We’ve saved up some money and would be happy to lend you the 200  dollars. If you’d like, you could use your tobacco stock as security. There’s no need to put it in writing, seeing as we’re friends and all. 

SHEN TE   Do you really want to lend money to such an irresponsible person?

THE CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   To be honest, we wouldn’t consider lending money to your cousin, who is anything but irresponsible, but we’ll gladly lend it to you. 

THE CARPET SELLER   (walks over) All settled?

SHEN TE   I wish the gods had just heard your wife, Mr. Deng. They’re looking for good people. 


The elderly couple smile at each other.
THE CARPET SELLER   Here’s the money. 


He gives her an envelope. Shen Te takes it and bows. The elderly couple also bows. They go back into their shop.
SHEN TE   (to Wong, holding up the envelope)  This is six months’ rent! It’s a miracle! And how do you like my new shawl, Wong?

WONG   Did you buy it for the young man I saw in the park?


Shen Te nods.
MRS. SHIN   You should be looking at his broken hand instead of telling him about your dubious liaisons!

SHEN TE   (shocked) What happened to your hand?

MRS. SHIN   The barber smashed it with a curling iron before our very eyes.

SHEN TE   (horrified by her carelessness) And I didn’t notice! You must go straight to a doctor, or your hand will stiffen and you won’t be able to work again. That would be terrible. Quick, get up! Hurry!

the unemployed man   He doesn’t need a doctor, he needs a judge. He can sue the barber, he’s rich. 

WONG   Would I stand a chance?

MRS. SHIN   If it’s really broken. Do you think it is? 

WONG   I think so. It’s all swollen. Could I get a life pension?

MRS. SHIN   You’d need witnesses. 

WONG   But you all saw it! You could all testify.


He looks around. The Unemployed Man, the Grandfather and the Sister-in-Law sit down against a wall and eat. No one looks up. 
SHEN TE   (to Mrs. Shin) You said you saw it!

MRS. SHIN   I don’t want to get mixed up with the police.

SHEN TE   (to the Sister-in-Law) What about you!

the sister-in-law   Me? I wasn’t looking!

MRS. SHIN   Of course you were! I saw you! You’re just afraid because the barber’s so powerful. 

SHEN TE   (to the Boy) I’m sure you will testify.

the sister-in-law   They wouldn’t believe him. He’s a thief. 

SHEN TE   (to the Unemployed Man)  We’re talking about a life pension.

the unemployed man   They’ve hauled me in twice for panhandling. My testimony could only hurt him. 

SHEN TE   (disbelieving)  So none of you is willing to speak the truth? His hand was broken in broad daylight, you were all watching, and no one will speak up? (Angry:)

Oh, you wretched people!


Violence is done to your brother, and you shut your eyes!


The injured man cries out, and you keep silent?


What kind of a city is this, what kind of people are you!


If injustice occurs in a city, outrage must follow


And if outrage doesn’t follow, it would be better if the city 


Burned to the ground before nightfall!


Wong, if no one here will be your witness, then I will be your witness and say that I saw it. 

MRS. SHIN   That’s perjury.

WONG   I don’t know if I can let you do that. But I may have to. (Looking at his hand, concerned) Do you think it’s swollen enough? It seems like the swelling has gone down. 

the unemployed man   (calming him down) No, the swelling has definitely not gone down. 

WONG   Really? Yes, I’d say it’s actually a little more swollen. Maybe my wrist is broken after all. I’d better go straight to the judge. (Holding his hand gingerly, keeping his eyes glued to it, he runs off.)


Mrs. Shin runs into the barber shop.

THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   She’s going off to snitch to the barber.

THE sister-in-law   We can’t change the world. 

SHEN TE   (discouraged)  I didn’t mean to scold you. It’s just that I’m horrified. No, I did mean to scold you. Get out of my sight!


The Unemployed Man, the Sister-in-Law, and the Grandfather go off eating and grumbling. An old woman comes running. It is Sun’s mother, Mrs. Yang.
MRS. YANG   (out of breath) Are you Miss Shen Te? My son has told me all about you. I am Sun’s mother, Mrs. Yang. Just imagine, he’s been offered a flying job! He received a letter this morning from Peking. From an airport superintendent. 

SHEN TE   He’ll be able to fly again? Oh, Mrs. Yang!

MRS. YANG   But it will cost so much money: 500 dollars.

SHEN TE   That is a lot, but we can’t let money stand in the way. After all, I have a shop.

MRS. YANG   If only you could do something!

SHEN TE   (embracing her) If only I could help him!

MRS. YANG   You would be giving a gifted young man a chance.

SHEN TE (After a pause)  It’s just that I wouldn’t get enough for the shop, and this 200 in cash is just a loan. Of course you’re free to take it. I’ll sell my tobacco stock and pay them back from that. 


She gives her the money from the elderly couple. 
MRS. YANG    Oh, Miss Shen Te, you’ve saved the day. 

SHEN TE   But we still need another 300 dollars to get him the job. We have to think, Mrs. Yang. (slowly)  I know someone who might be able to help. This must really be the last time I ask him.


Distant sound of an engine.
MRS. YANG   If only you could get the money! Look, there goes the morning mail plane on its way to Peking!

SHEN TE   (decisively) Wave, Mrs. Yang! I’m sure the flier can see us! (She waves with her shawl.) 

MRS. YANG   (waving) Do you know him? 

SHEN TE   No. But I know someone who’s going to fly. Yes, the man without hope is going to fly, Mrs. Yang. At least one man will rise above the misery, one man will rise above us all! (to the audience)

Yang Sun, my beloved, with the clouds for company!


Braving the tempest


Flying through the sky, bringing


Friends in distant countries


The friendly mail.

INTERLUDE 4a

Interlude in front of the curtain


Shen Te enters, carrying Shui Ta’s disguise and suit and sings: 

THE SONG OF THE DEFENSELESSNESS 

OF THE GODS AND THE GOOD PEOPLE

In our country


A good person needs luck. 


You’ve got to have friends in high places


To prove yourself useful.


The good


Can’t help themselves, and the gods are powerless.


So why don’t the gods have grenades and torpedoes  


Destroyers and bombers, bazookas and guns


To punish the bad and protect the good people?


The world would be better to live in for once.  


She puts on Shui Ta’s suit and takes several steps in his gait. 


The good


Can’t stay good for long in this country.


When plates are empty, a single crumb can start a fight.


Where there is need


The god’s commandments are no help. 


So why don’t the gods come on down for a visit 


And hand out their bounty to each and his brother? 


And then, once hunger and thirst have been sated, 


Watch people be friendly towards one another. 


She puts on Shui Ta’s disguise and continues singing in his voice.


Just to make supper 


Takes the ruthlessness of an empire builder.


Without trampling down twelve people,


It’s impossible to help a wretched man.


So why don’t the gods above make a decision


To make the world good for the good people in it?


Why don’t they come down with tanks and cannon


And wage total war upon evil, and win it?

SCENE 5

The tobacco shop


Shui Ta is sitting behind the counter reading a newspaper. He doesn’t pay any attention to Mrs. Shin, who is scrubbing the floor and talking. 
MRS. SHIN   A little shop like this is quickly ruined if certain rumors start flying around the neighborhood, believe you me. It’s high time a respectable man like you did something about this sordid affair between the young lady and that Yang Sun. Don’t forget that Mr. Shu Fu, the barber next door—who incidentally owns twelve buildings and has only one wife, and an old one at that—hinted to me yesterday that he has taken a flattering interest in the young lady.


He’s even made inquiries about her financial situation. That shows genuine affection, if you ask me. 


Because she doesn’t get a response, she finally exits with her bucket. 

YANG SUN’S VOICE   (from outside)  Is this Miss Shen Te’s shop?

MRS. SHIN’S VOICE   Yes, it is. But her cousin’s here today. 


Shui Ta runs with Shen Te’s light steps to a mirror and is about to start arranging his hair when he sees his mistake in the mirror. He turns around, laughing quietly. Yang Sun enters. Mrs. Shin follows him, filled with curiosity. She walks past him into the back room. 
YANG SUN   I am Yang Sun. (Shui Ta bows.) Is Shen Te here?

SHUI TA   No, she isn’t. 

YANG SUN   Well, I’m sure you know all about our relationship. (He starts to take in the shop.) An honest-to-goodness shop! I always thought she was pulling my leg. (He looks in the boxes and porcelain containers, and is satisfied.) Man, I’m gonna fly again! (He takes a cigar, and Shui Ta lights it.) Do you think we can squeeze another 300 dollars out of this shop?

SHUI TA   May I ask if you intend to sell it immediately?

YANG SUN   Do we have the 300 in cash? (Shui Ta shakes his head.) It was nice of her to fork over the 200. But without another 300, it won’t do me any good. 

SHUI TA   Perhaps she promised you the money a bit too quickly. It could cost her the shop. 

YANG SUN   I need the cash fast or not at all. And the girl’s not one to hold back when it comes to giving out. Man to man: she hasn’t held back so far. 

SHUI TA   Oh. 

YANG SUN   Which is all to her credit. 

SHUI TA   May I ask how you plan to use the 500 dollars?

YANG SUN   Of course. I can see you’re sizing me up. The airport superintendent in Peking, a friend of mine from flight school, can get me the job if I cough up the 500. 

SHUI TA   Isn’t that a lot of money? 

YANG SUN   No. He’ll have to prove negligence in a pilot who’s as conscientious as they come on account of his big family. Get my drift? By the way, this is confidential, Shen Te doesn’t need to know about it. 

SHUI TA   Perhaps not. I assume, you intend to marry her?

YANG SUN   I’d be willing to.

SHUI TA   But isn’t it a shame to let the shop go for the sake of a few dollars? If she has to sell quickly, she won’t get a good price. The 200 you have in your hands would pay half a year’s rent. Might it not tempt you to take over this tobacco shop?

YANG SUN   Me? Can you picture Yang Sun, the flier, standing behind a counter, saying “Would you like a strong cigar or a mild one, Sir?” That’s no business for Yang Sun, not in this century!

SHUI TA   And flying’s a good profession? 

YANG SUN   (Pulls a letter from his pocket.) Mister, I’ll be earning 250 dollars a month! Here’s the letter, see for yourself. 

SHUI TA   250? That’s a lot. 

YANG SUN   You think I’d fly for nothing? 

SHUI TA   The job seems like a good one. Mr. Yang Sun, my cousin asked me to help you get this pilot’s job, which means everything to you. From my cousin’s point of view, I can see no compelling reason not to, since she’s following her heart. She’s fully entitled to her share in the joys of love. I am prepared to liquidate all of her property. Here comes Mrs. Mi Tzu whose advice I wanted about the sale. 

MRS. MI TZU   Good morning, Mr. Shui Ta. I’m here about the rent, which is due the day after tomorrow. 

SHUI TA   Mrs. Mi Tzu, certain circumstances have arisen that make it doubtful whether my cousin will be able to keep the shop. She’s thinking of marrying, and her future husband—(he introduces Yang Sun) Mr. Yang Sun—will be taking her to Peking, where she hopes to start a new life. If I am offered enough money for my tobacco, I will sell.

MRS. MI TZU   How much do you need?

YANG SUN   300 in cash.

SHUI TA   (quickly) No, 500!

MRS. MI TZU   (to Yang Sun) Perhaps I can help you. (To Shui Ta) How much did your tobacco cost?

SHUI TA   My cousin originally paid 1,000 dollars for it, and very little has been sold.

MRS. MI TZU   1,000 dollars! She was swindled, of course. I will make you the following offer: I’ll give you 300 for the whole shop if you move out the day after tomorrow. 

YANG SUN   It’s a deal. This is great, old man!

SHUI TA   It’s not enough!

YANG SUN   Sure it is!

SHUI TA   I have to have at least 500.

YANG SUN   What for?

SHUI TA   Excuse me, I need to discuss this with my cousin’s fiancé. (Aside to Yang Sun) The tobacco is pledged to an elderly couple for the 200  dollars that you were given yesterday.

YANG SUN   (hesitating) Is there anything in writing?

SHUI TA   No. 

YANG SUN   (to the landlady after a brief pause) We can make do with 300.

MRS. MI TZU   But I would need a guarantee that there are no outstanding claims against the shop.

YANG SUN   Answer her!

SHUI TA   There are no outstanding claims.

YANG SUN   When will we get the 300?

MRS. MI TZU   The day after tomorrow. I’m willing to pay 300, but only because it seems to be a case of young love, and I want to do my part. (Exits.)
YANG SUN   (calling after her) It’s a deal. 

SHUI TA    I trust you already have enough for two tickets and something to tide you over? 

YANG SUN   Of course.

SHUI TA   How much do you have?

YANG SUN   Well, I’ll get it, even if I have to steal it!

SHUI TA   Ah, so that’s even more money to be raised?

YANG SUN   Keep your shirt on, old man. I’ll make it to Peking.

SHUI TA   But it must be expensive for two. 

YANG SUN   Two? I’m leaving the girl here. In the beginning she’d just get in the way. 

SHUI TA   I see. 

YANG SUN   Why are you staring at me like I was a leaky oil can? A guy’s got to do what a guy’s got to do. 

SHUI TA   And what’s my cousin supposed to live on?

YANG SUN   Can’t you do something for her?

SHUI TA   I’ll try. (Pause.) Mr. Yang Sun, I wish you’d give me back the 200 dollars and leave it here until you’re able to show me two tickets to Peking. 

YANG SUN   And I, dear brother-in-law, wish you’d mind your own business. 

SHUI TA   Miss Shen Te…

YANG SUN   I’ll take care of the girl.

SHUI TA   …may not wish to sell her shop when she finds out…

YANG SUN   Yes she will, even then.

SHUI TA   You seem to forget that she’s a human being with a degree of common sense.

YANG SUN   (amused) It makes me laugh how some people think they can make the women in their families listen to reason. Haven’t you ever heard of the power of love or the itch of the flesh? You want to appeal to her reason? She has no reason! 

SHUI TA   (wearily) Mr. Yang Sun! 

YANG SUN   Mr. Whatever-your-name is!

SHUI TA   My cousin is devoted to you because…

YANG SUN   Let’s just say because I’ve got my hand on her breast. Put that in your pipe and smoke it! (He takes another cigar, then puts a few in his pocket, and to top things off, takes a carton under his arm.) You won’t be going to her with nothing to offer: I said I’d marry her, and I will. And she better bring the 300 to the wedding, or you better, one or the other! (Exits.)

MRS. SHIN   (poking her head out of the back room) Not a very pleasant character! And the whole neighborhood knows he’s got the girl wrapped around his little finger.

SHUI TA   (crying out) The shop is gone! He’s not in love! It’s over. I’m ruined! (He starts running around like a caged animal, constantly repeating: “The shop is gone!”, until he suddenly stops and addresses Mrs. Shin)  Mrs. Shin, you grew up in the gutter and so did I. Are we irresponsible? No. Do we lack the necessary brutality? No. I’m prepared to take you by the throat and shake you until you spit out the cash you stole from me, and you know it. These are terrible times, this city is hell, but we claw our way up a smooth wall. Then one of us has the misfortune to fall in love. That does it, we’re lost. One moment’s weakness and we’re finished. How can we get rid of all of our weaknesses, especially the most fatal of all, love? Love is impossible! It’s too expensive! What does it mean to live life always on your guard? What kind of a world is this? 


A caress turns to strangling. 


A sigh of love turns into a cry of terror. 


Why are there vultures circling overhead?


A girl is going to a rendezvous!

MRS. SHIN   I think I’d better get the barber. You should speak with the barber. The barber is the right man for your cousin.


Because she doesn’t get an answer, she runs off. Shui Ta runs around again until Mr. Shu Fu enters, followed by Mrs. Shin, who has to withdraw when Mr. Shu Fu waves her off. 
SHUI TA   (hurries to him) Dear Sir, word has it that you have taken a certain interest in my cousin. Let me dispense with the laws of propriety, because at this very moment, the young lady is in grave danger.

MR. SHU FU   Oh!

SHUI TA   A few brief hours ago a shop owner, my cousin is now little more than a beggar. Mr. Shu Fu, the shop is bankrupt. 

MR. SHU FU   Mr. Shui Ta, Miss Shen Te’s charm doesn’t lie in the value of her shop but in the goodness of her heart. The name that this neighborhood has given her sums it up: The angel of the slums!

SHUI TA   Dear Sir, in a single day that goodness has cost my cousin 200 dollars. It’s time to close the floodgates. 

MR. SHU FU   I beg to differ: it’s actually time to open the floodgates. Doing good is the young lady’s nature. I watch her feed four people every morning. Why shouldn’t she feed four hundred? I hear that she’s been going to great lengths to house a few homeless people. My buildings behind the stockyard are empty. They stand at her disposal. Mr. Shui Ta, these are some of the ideas which have come to me in the last few days. I hope that Miss Shen Te will lend them a kind ear?

SHUI TA   Mr. Shu Fu, she will listen with great appreciation to such noble thoughts. 


Wong enters with the Policeman. Mr. Shu Fu turns around and studies the shelves.
WONG    Is Miss Shen Te here?

SHUI TA   No.

WONG   I am Wong, the water seller. You must be Mr. Shui Ta?

SHUI TA   That’s right. Good morning, Wong. 

WONG   I am a friend of Shen Te’s.

SHUI TA   I know you are one of her oldest friends. 

WONG   (to the policeman) You see? (to Shui Ta) I have come about my hand. 

the policeman   It’s broken, no doubt about that.

SHUI TA   (quickly)  I can see you need a sling. 


He gets a shawl out of the back room and tosses it to Wong.
WONG   But this is her new shawl!

SHUI TA   She doesn’t need it anymore. 

WONG   But she bought it to impress a certain person. 

SHUI TA   That’s no longer necessary, as it turns out.

WONG   (Making a sling out of the shawl) She’s my only witness.

the policeman   Your cousin supposedly saw the Barber Shu Fu hit the water seller with a curling iron. Do you know anything about it?

SHUI TA   I only know that my cousin wasn’t present when the incident took place. 

WONG   That’s not true! Wait until Shen Te comes, then everything will get straightened out. Shen Te will testify. Where is she?

SHUI TA   (seriously) Mr. Wong, you call yourself my cousin’s friend. My cousin is in serious trouble. She has been harshly exploited from all sides. In the future she cannot allow herself a single moment’s weakness. I am sure that you wouldn’t ask her to jeopardize herself by saying anything but the truth in your case.

WONG   (confused) But she’s the one who told me go to the judge. 

SHUI TA   Do you think the judge will cure your hand? 

the policeman    No. But he could make the barber pay.


Mr. Shu Fu turns around.
SHUI TA   Mr. Wong, it is a principle of mine never to get mixed up in conflicts between friends. 


Shui Ta bows to Mr. Shu Fu, who bows back.
WONG   (taking off the sling and setting it back, sadly) I understand. 

the policeman   You tried your scheme on the wrong man: an honest one. The next time, try to be more careful when you start accusing people, mister. Let’s go!


Both exit.
SHUI TA   I apologize for the incident.

MR. SHU FU   Apology accepted. (Urgently) And the business with this “certain person” — (he points to the shawl) is it really over? Completely over? 

SHUI TA   Completely. She has seen through him. Of course, it will take time until she’s put it all behind her.

MR. SHU FU   We will be kind and considerate. 

SHUI TA   Her wounds are still fresh. 

MR. SHU FU   She’ll need a vacation in the country.

SHUI TA   A few weeks. But first she will be glad to discuss it all with someone she trusts. 

MR. SHU FU   Over a little dinner in a small but classy restaurant. 

SHUI TA   All very discreet. I will hurry to notify my cousin. She will be reasonable. She is very upset because of her shop, which she views as a gift from the gods. Please excuse me for a few minutes.  (He exits into the back room.)

MRS. SHIN   (poking her head back in) Are congratulations in order?

MR. SHU FU   They are. Mrs. Shin, from now on please refer all of Miss Shen Te’s protégés to me so that I can offer them lodging in my buildings behind the stockyard. 


She nods, grinning.
MR. SHU FU   (standing, to the audience)  What do you think of me, ladies and gentlemen? Could a person do more? Could a person be more unselfish? More sensitive? More far-sighted? A little dinner! You must be thinking it will be something crude and vulgar! But it will be nothing of the sort, oh no. No touching, not even accidentally while reaching for the salt shaker! There will be an exchange of ideas. Two souls will find each other, over the floral centerpiece. White chrysanthemums, I should think. (He notes that down.) No, there will be no exploiting of an unfortunate situation. Understanding and help will be offered, but almost in silence. Perhaps this will be acknowledged by a look, a look which can speak volumes. 

MRS. SHIN   So everything went according to plan, Mr. Shu Fu?

MR. SHU FU   Exactly! There are going to be changes around here. What do you know about this Yang Sun? 

MRS. SHIN   He is the filthiest, laziest…

MR. SHU FU   He is nothing. He does not exist. He has evaporated, Mrs. Shin. 


Yang Sun enters.
YANG SUN   What’s going on here? 

MRS. SHIN   Mr. Shu Fu, would you like me to call Mr. Shui Ta? He wouldn’t want strange people hanging around the shop.

MR. SHU FU   Miss Shen Te is having an important discussion with Mr. Shui Ta, and they cannot be disturbed. 

YANG SUN   What, she’s here? I didn’t see her come in!  What sort of discussion? I’ve got to be in on that!

MR. SHU FU   (blocks him from entering the back room) You’ll have to be patient, sir. I think I know who you are. I would like you to know that Miss Shen Te and I are about to announce our engagement. 

YANG SUN   What? 

MRS. SHIN   That’s a surprise, isn’t it? 


Yang Sun wrestles with the barber, in order to get into the back room, when Shen Te enters from there.

MR. SHU FU   Excuse me, dear Shen Te. Perhaps you can explain…

YANG SUN   What’s going on, Shen Te? Have you gone crazy?

SHEN TE   (out of breath) Sun, my cousin and Mr. Shu Fu have agreed that I should listen to Mr. Shu Fu’s ideas about the best way to help people in this neighborhood. (Pause.) My cousin is against our relationship. 

YANG SUN   And you agree with him?

SHEN TE   Yes. 


Pause.
YANG SUN   Have they been telling you that I’m a bad person?


Shen Te is silent.

Because maybe I am, Shen Te. That’s why I need you. I’m rotten. No money, no manners. But I refuse to go along with them. They’re pushing you towards disaster, Shen Te! (He goes to her. Quietly.) Just look at him! Do you have eyes in your head? (With his hand on her shoulder.) You poor creature, what were they trying to force you into this time? A marriage of convenience? If I hadn’t come along they would have sent you off to the slaughter. Admit it, without me you would have gone with him. 

SHEN TE   Yes. 

YANG SUN   A man you don’t love!

SHEN TE   Yes.

YANG SUN  Have you forgotten everything? The rain?

SHEN TE   No. 

YANG SUN   How you cut me down from the tree, how you bought me a cup of water, how you promised me money to help me fly again?

SHEN TE   (shivering) What do you want?

YANG SUN   I want you to come away with me.

SHEN TE   Mr. Shu Fu, excuse me, but I’m going away with Sun. 

YANG SUN   We are in love, you see. (He leads her to the door.) Come on, Shen Te.

MR. SHU FU   But this is abduction! (Yells toward the back.) Mr. Shui Ta!

YANG SUN   Tell him not to make so much noise.

SHEN TE   Please don’t yell for my cousin, Mr. Shu Fu. I know that he doesn’t agree with me. But he isn’t right, I can feel it. 


(To the audience:)

I want to go with the man I love.


I don’t want to consider the cost.


I don’t want to think about whether it’s right.


I don’t want to know if he loves me.


I want to go with the man I love.

YANG SUN   That’s the way it goes. 


Both exit. 

INTERLUDE 5a

In front of the curtain


Shen Te, dressed for her wedding, turns to the audience. 
SHEN TE   Something terrible has happened. As I stepped out the door, eager and full of expectation, the carpet seller’s wife was standing on the street. She trembled as she told me that her husband had fallen ill from worrying about the money they had lent me. She felt the best thing would be for me to return the money right away. Of course, I promised I would. She was relieved and thanked me through her tears. When she had gone, I was so shocked at myself I had to sit down on the doorstep. How could I have simply forgotten the two good old people! In a surge of feeling I had thrown myself into Yang Sun’s arms again. The bad things he told Shui Ta could not teach Shen Te. But he isn’t bad, he loves me. As long as I’m near him, he won’t do anything bad. When I tell him that the old couple can’t pay their taxes, he’ll understand. Now, on the way to my wedding, I am wavering between joy and fear. 


She exits quickly. 
SCENE 6

Private room in a cheap restaurant in the slums

A waiter pours wine for the wedding party. The Grandfather, the Sister-in-Law, the Niece, Mrs. Shin, the Husband, the Wife, the Nephew and the Unemployed Man stand next to Shen Te. The Priest stands in the corner. Downstage, Yang Sun is talking with his mother, Mrs. Yang. He is wearing a tuxedo. 

YANG SUN   Bad news, Mama. She just told me in all sweetness that she can’t sell the shop for me. It seems some people have a claim on it, because they loaned her the 200 dollars she gave you. But her cousin says there’s nothing in writing. 

MRS. YANG   What did you tell her? Of course this means you can’t marry her now.

YANG SUN   There’s no point reasoning with her, she’s too stubborn. I sent for her cousin. 

MRS. YANG   I’ll look for him outside. Go to your bride, Sun!

YANG SUN   What shall we toast to?

SHEN TE   To the future.


They drink.
YANG SUN   To everything we’re dreaming of.

SHEN TE   May it soon come true!

MRS. YANG   (leaving, to Mrs. Shin) I’m so proud of my son. I always taught him that he could get any girl he wanted. Why? He’s a trained mechanic and a pilot. And what does he tell me now? I’m marrying for love, Mama, he says. Money isn’t everything. It’s a love match! (to the Sister-in-Law) It’s bound to happen once in a while, right? But it’s hard on a mother, it’s hard. (Calling back to the priest.) Don’t cut the wedding short. If you take as much time with the ceremony as you did haggling over your fee, it will be a fine service. (to Shen Te) We’ll have to wait a while, my dear. One of the most important guests hasn’t arrived. (to everyone) Please excuse me. (Exits)
THE sister-in-law   We don’t mind waiting as long as there’s wine.
the unemployed man   Yeah!  

YANG SUN   (loudly and jokingly in front of the guests) Before the wedding I’d better give you a little test. (to the guests) You see, I don’t know what sort of a wife I’m getting. That worries me. For instance, can you make five cups of tea out of three tea leaves?

SHEN TE   No. 

YANG SUN   No tea for me, then. Can you sleep on a straw mattress the size of the priest’s prayer book?

SHEN TE   Both of us?

YANG SUN   No, you alone. 

SHEN TE   Then no. 

YANG SUN   I’m horrified to find out what sort of a wife I’m getting.


They all laugh. Behind Shen Te, Mrs. Yang appears in the doorway. She indicates by a shrug of her shoulders that the guest of honor has not arrived. 

MRS. YANG   (to the priest, who is pointing to his watch)  Relax. Just a few more minutes. See, everyone’s drinking and smoking, no one’s in a hurry. (She sits down with the guests.)

The doorbell rings. Everyone looks at the door, but no one enters.
SHEN TE   Who’s your mother waiting for, Sun?

YANG SUN   It’s a surprise for you. By the way, what’s your cousin Shui Ta up to? I really liked him. What a smart man! A real head on his shoulders! Why don’t you say something?

SHEN TE   I don’t want to think about him.

YANG SUN   Why not?

SHEN TE   Because you shouldn’t get along with him. If you love me, you can’t love him.

YANG SUN   Then forget about him! Drink up! (He forces her to drink.)
the sister-in-law   (to Mrs. Shin) Something’s fishy around here.

MRS. SHIN   What did you expect?

the priest  (Resolutely walks over to Mrs. Yang, his pocket watch in his hand:)  I have to go, Mrs. Yang. I have another wedding today and a funeral tomorrow morning. 

MRS. YANG   Do you think I’m enjoying this? We were hoping to get by with one pitcher of wine. We’re already running out. (loudly to Shen Te) Shen Te, dear, I don’t understand why your cousin is so late!

SHEN TE   My cousin?

MRS. YANG   But my dear, he’s the one we’re waiting for. I’m old fashioned enough to believe that such a close relative of the bride should attend her wedding.

SHEN TE   Oh, Sun, is it because of the 300 dollars?

YANG SUN   (Without looking at her) You heard why. She’s old fashioned. And I’m considerate. Let’s wait another fifteen minutes, and if he hasn’t come, we’ll get started!

MRS. YANG   You all know by now that my son has gotten a job as a mail pilot. I’m very proud of him. In times like these, a good salary is important.

the sister-in-law   You’re going to Peking, aren’t you?

YANG SUN   Peking, yes. 

SHEN TE   Sun, you better tell your mother it’s all off with Peking.

YANG SUN   Your cousin can tell her, if he agrees with you. Between you and me, I don’t think he will. 

SHEN TE   (shocked) But Sun! I promised the old couple their money back.

YANG SUN   Yes, you told me that. And if that’s how stupid you are, it’s a good thing your cousin’s coming. Drink up and leave the business to me! 

SHEN TE   (horrified) But my cousin can’t come!

YANG SUN   What do you mean can’t come?

SHEN TE   He’s gone away.  He can’t come. 

YANG SUN   I thought he couldn’t stay away.

SHEN TE   Wherever I am, he cannot be. 

YANG SUN   How mysterious!

SHEN TE   Sun, you have to understand, he’s not your friend. I’m the one who loves you. My cousin Shui Ta doesn’t love anyone.  He won’t bring the 300 dollars to the wedding. 

YANG SUN   Why not?

SHEN TE   (looking into his eyes) He says you only bought one ticket to Peking. 

YANG SUN   That was yesterday, but look what I’ve got here! (He pulls two pieces of paper from his breast pocket.) Don’t show my mother. Two tickets to Peking, one for you and one for me. Do you still think your cousin will object to our marriage?

SHEN TE   Don’t say any more! Don’t show me the tickets! I’m afraid I’ll just run off with you, and then what would happen to the two old people?

YANG SUN   What about me? (Pause.) Drink up! Or are you the cautious type? I don’t like cautious women. When I drink, I feel like I’m flying again. And if you drink too, then maybe, just maybe you’ll understand.

SHEN TE   Don’t think that I don’t understand. You want to fly, but I can’t help you.

YANG SUN   “Here’s your airplane, sweetheart, but it’s only got one wing!”

SHEN TE   Sun, there’s no honest way to get you that job in Peking. So I need to get my 200 dollars back. Give it back, Sun, right now!

YANG SUN   “Give it back, Sun, right now!” What are you talking about? Are you my wife or not? Because you’re double-crossing me, you see that, don’t you? Fortunately, it doesn’t depend on you anymore, it’s all settled. 

MRS. YANG   (icily)  Sun, are you sure the bride’s cousin is coming? By staying away like this, it almost looks as though he objected to the marriage.

YANG SUN   What are you thinking, Mama! The two of us are like this. I’m going to leave the door wide open so he’ll be sure to find us when he comes running in to be my best man. (He goes to the door and kicks it open with his foot. Then he returns, swaying a bit because he has already had too much to drink, and sits down next to Shen Te.) We’ll wait. 


They wait. 
MRS. YANG   At last!


They hear footsteps and everyone looks toward the door. But the steps go past. 

MRS. SHIN    There’s going to be a scandal. I can feel it, I can smell it. The bride is waiting for her wedding, but the groom is waiting for her cousin.

YANG SUN   Her cousin is sure taking his time.

SHEN TE   (quietly)  Oh, Sun!

YANG SUN   (staring at the glass pitcher in which the wine has run out) This jug is our hourglass. We are poor people, and when the guests have finished the wine, time has run out forever. 


Mrs. Yang quiets him, because steps can be heard again. 
the waiter   (enters) Shall I bring out more wine, Mrs. Yang?

MRS. YANG   No, I think we’ve had enough. Wine only makes a person warm, don’t you agree?

MRS. SHIN   It’s also expensive.

MRS. YANG   Drinking makes me perspire.

the waiter   May I ask you to settle the bill then?

MRS. YANG   (ignoring him)  Ladies and gentlemen, please be patient just a little longer, the bride’s relative must be on his way. (to the waiter) Don’t ruin our party!

the waiter   I can’t allow you to leave without paying the bill.

MRS. YANG   But everyone here knows me!

the waiter   Exactly.

MRS. YANG   Shocking, the service today! What do you think, Sun?

the priest   Good day to you all. (Makes a grand exit.)
MRS. YANG   (bewildered) Everyone please stay! The priest will be back shortly.

YANG SUN   Forget it, Mama. Ladies and gentlemen, now that the priest has gone, we can’t keep you here any longer.

THE NIECE   Come on, Grandfather!

the grandfather   (earnestly emptying his glass) To the bride!

the niece    (to Shen Te) Don’t take it wrong. He means well. He’s very fond of you.

MRS. SHIN   A big flop, if you ask me!


All the guests leave.
SHEN TE   Should I go too, Sun?

YANG SUN   No, you’ll wait here. (He pulls her by her bridal veil so that it’s crooked.) Isn’t this your wedding too? I’m still waiting, and so is my old lady. At least she wants to see her eagle flying high. (To the empty seats, as if the guests were still there.) Are you still enjoying yourselves? The wedding has just been postponed a little because of the important relative we’re waiting for, and because the bride doesn’t know what love is. To keep you entertained, I, the groom, will sing you a song.  (He sings:)


THE SONG OF ST. NEVERCOME’S DAY

There’s a story they tell among poor folk


That still is recounted today






That a poor mother’s son will put on a gold crown 


And that day is St. Nevercome’s Day.


On St. Nevercome’s Day


He’ll put on a golden crown. 


On that glory day a man’s goodness will pay


And his wickedness cost him his life


Every man will be paid for the effort he’s made


Banishing worry and strife.


On St. Nevercome’s Day


Banishing worry and strife.


And the grass will look down on the endless blue sky


And pebbles will tumble upstream


And man will be good. All will be as it should


Life on earth will become a sweet dream. 


On St. Nevercome’s Day


Life on earth will become a sweet dream.


On that special day I will fly once again


And you’ll wear four stars on your breast.


And the man without work will be hired as a clerk


And you, poor woman, will rest.


On St. Nevercome’s Day


You, poor woman, will rest. 


And because we can’t wait even one minute more


We have heard this will all come to pass


Not on some latter day half a century away


But before the dew dries on the grass.


On St. Nevercome’s Day


Before the dew dries on the grass.

MRS. YANG   He’s not going to come. 


The three sit, and two of them keep looking towards the door. 
INTERLUDE 6a

Wong’s shelter

The gods appear to Wong again in a dream. He has fallen asleep over a large book. Music. 
WONG   I’m glad you’ve come, Enlightened Ones! Allow me a question that has disturbed me deeply.  I found a book, and in it I found a strange passage. Let me read it to you. Here it is.


With his left hand he leafs through an imaginary book that is sitting in his lap, and lifts up the imaginary book up, leaving the real book lying down. 

“In Sung is a place called Thorny Grove. Cypresses and mulberry trees grow there. The trees that are only one or two feet in diameter are cut down by people who need sticks for their dog cages. Those that are three or four feet in diameter are cut down by rich families who need boards for their coffins. Those that are seven or eight feet in diameter are cut down by those who need beams for their mansions. And so none of the trees ever reaches old age, all are cut down by saw and axe. That is the penalty for usefulness.” 

THIRD GOD   So it would be best to be the least useful.

WONG   No, just luckiest. 

FIRST GOD   The things people write!

SECOND GOD   Why does this parable move you so deeply, Water Seller?

WONG   Because of Shen Te, Enlightened One! Maybe she really is too good for this world!

FIRST GOD   Nonsense! You weak, miserable man! It seems you have been consumed by lice and doubt.

WONG   I’m sorry, Enlightened One! I just thought maybe you could do something. 

FIRST GOD   Quite impossible. Our friend here—(he points to the Third God, who has a black eye)—got involved in a disagreement yesterday, and you can see the consequences. 

WONG   But her cousin had to be called back again. He’s an uncommonly shrewd man, I’ve learned that the hard way, but even he couldn’t do anything. It looks like the shop is lost. 

THIRD GOD   (disturbed) Perhaps we should help?

FIRST GOD   It’s my opinion that she must help herself.

SECOND GOD   (sternly)  The worse the situation, the more a good person will struggle. Suffering purifies!

THIRD GOD   We are putting all our hopes in her.

FIRST GOD   Things aren’t going well with our mission. We find good beginnings here and there, the best intentions, plenty of lofty principles, but that’s hardly enough to make a good person. 

THIRD GOD   If we meet halfway decent people, they don’t lead lives worthy to be called human. 

SECOND GOD   (confidentially) It’s become particularly difficult to find lodging. 

THIRD GOD   You can see by the straw on our clothes where we’ve been spending our nights. 

WONG   Just one thing, couldn’t you at least…

FIRST GOD   Nothing. 

SECOND GOD   We are only observers. 

FIRST GOD   We firmly believe that our good person will find her way on this dark earth. 

SECOND GOD   Her strength will increase with her burden. 

FIRST GOD   Be patient, Water Seller, and you will see that everything will turn out for the best.


The figures of the gods have grown paler, their voices quieter. Now they disappear completely and their voices fade. 
SCENE 7

The yard behind Shen Te’s tobacco shop

Some household goods are loaded on a cart. Shen Te and Mrs. Shin take the laundry down from the line.


MRS. SHIN   I can’t understand why you aren’t fighting tooth and nail to keep your shop.

SHEN TE   How? I don’t even have the rent. I have to give the 200 dollars back to the old couple today, but because I gave the money to someone else, I have to sell my shop to Mrs. Mi Tzu. 

MRS. SHIN   So everything’s lost! No man, no shop, no roof over your head! That’s what you get for trying to be better than the rest of us. What do you think you’re going to live on now?

SHEN TE   I don’t know. Maybe I can make a little money sorting tobacco.

MRS. SHIN   What are Mr. Shui Ta’s pants doing here? He must have run off naked.

SHEN TE   He has another pair of pants. 

MRS. SHIN   I thought you said he wasn’t coming back. Why would he leave his pants behind?

SHEN TE   Maybe he doesn’t need them anymore.

MRS. SHIN   Shouldn’t we pack them up?

SHEN TE   No.


Mr. Shu Fu rushes in.
MR. SHU FU   Don’t speak. I’ve heard everything. You’ve sacrificed your life’s happiness so that two old people who trusted you wouldn’t be ruined. It’s not an accident that this petty, suspicious neighborhood calls you “The Angel of the Slums.” Your fiancé couldn’t lift himself to your moral stature. So you left him. And now you are closing your shop, this little island of refuge for so many! I can’t bear to see it. From my door I watch the hungry crowd outside your shop morning after morning and I watch you personally handing out rice. Is that gone forever? Shall goodness be defeated? Oh, if you could only allow me to help you with your good works. No, don’t speak! I don’t want any commitments. No promises that you want to accept my help! But here—(he takes his checkbook out and writes a check that he puts in her cart)—I’ll leave you a blank check, which you can complete for any amount you wish, and then I’ll go, quietly humble, without asking anything in return, on tiptoes, respectfully, without a thought of myself. (Exits)

MRS. SHIN   (examining the check)  You’re saved! People like you are so lucky, they always find a sucker. Go on! Fill in the check for a thousand dollars, and I’ll run it over to the bank and cash it before he comes to his senses. 

SHEN TE   Put the laundry basket in the cart. At least I can pay you for the laundry without the check.

MRS. SHIN   What? You aren’t going to accept the check? That’s a crime! Is it because you think you’d have to marry him? Ridiculous! His type just wants to be led around by the nose! It drives them wild with desire. Are you still holding out for your flier, even though everyone knows how badly he treated you?

SHEN TE   It’s all because of poverty. 


(to audience)

I saw him puff up his cheeks in his sleep: they were cruel. 


And in the morning I held his coat up to the light: I saw the wall through it.


When I saw his crafty smile, I was afraid, but


When I saw the holes in his shoes, I loved him dearly.

MRS. SHIN   So you’re still standing up for him? I’ve never seen anything so stupid. (furious) I’ll breathe easier when you’re out of the neighborhood. 

SHEN TE   (staggers while taking down the laundry) I feel a little dizzy.

MRS. SHIN   (takes the laundry from her) Do you often feel dizzy when you stretch or bend over? Let’s just hope you don’t have a bun in the oven! (laughs) He sure fixed you! If it’s true, you can kiss the check goodbye! The barber wasn’t counting on something like that. (She takes the basket to the rear.)

Shen Te stares after her, motionless. Then she looks at her stomach, touches it, and great joy fills her face.
SHEN TE   (quietly) Oh joy! A little person is growing inside me. You can’t see him, but he’s already there. The world is secretly waiting for him. In the cities people are already saying: Someone is coming, someone who will make a difference. (She introduces her little son to the audience:) A flier!


(She begins walking back and forth, leading her little son by the hand.) Come, son, have a look at the world! Here, this is a tree. Bow down and greet it. (She shows him how to bow.) There, now you know each other. Listen, here comes the water seller. A friend, shake his hand. Don’t worry. “Please, I’d like a glass of cool water for my son. It’s hot today.” (She gives him the glass.) Uh-oh, the policeman! Let’s take a detour. Maybe we should pick a few cherries over there, in the garden of the rich Mr. Feh Pung. Make sure they don’t see us. Come on, you fatherless child! You want some cherries, too! Easy does it! (They walk carefully, looking around) No, over here, the bushes will hide us. No, you have to wait. (He seems to be pulling away, she struggles against him.) We have to be smart about it. (Suddenly she gives in.) All right, if you want to…(She lifts him up.) Can you reach the cherries? Put them in your mouth, that’s the best place. (She eats one that he has put in her mouth.) Tastes good. Damn, the policeman. Now we’ve got to run. (They run away.) There’s the street. Calmly now, slowly, so we don’t attract attention. As if nothing had happened at all…


(She sings, walking with the child)

Once there was a little plum


That attacked a sleeping bum.


But the man fought back at it,


He ate the plum and tossed the pit.  


Wong, the water seller, enters, leading a boy by the hand. He looks at Shen Te with astonishment. After Wong coughs, Shen Te answers:  Oh, Wong! Hello.

WONG   Shen Te, I heard that things aren’t going well for you, that you’re having to sell your shop to pay your debts. But here is a helpless boy. He was running around in the stockyard. It seems he belongs to the carpenter Lin To, who lost his shop a few weeks ago and has been drinking ever since. His children have nothing to eat. What should we do?

SHEN TE   (taking the boy) Come, little man!  (to Wong) He can live in Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings, where I’m probably headed myself. I’m expecting a child, Wong. But don’t tell anyone, or Yang Sun will find out, and he doesn’t care about us. Go find Mr. Lin To and send him here. 

WONG   Thank you, Shen Te. I knew you would figure something out. (to the boy) You see, a good person always finds a way. I’m going to hurry and find your father. (He starts to leave.)
SHEN TE   Oh, Wong, I just remembered something: How is your hand? I wanted to be your witness, but my cousin…

WONG   Don’t worry about my hand. Look, I’ve already learned how to get by without it. (He shows her how he can handle his carrying pole without his right hand.) See? 

SHEN TE   Just don’t let it get stiff! Take the cart there, sell everything and go see a doctor. I’m so ashamed I let you down. I can’t imagine what you must think of me for accepting the barber’s buildings!

WONG   Now the homeless can live there, even you, that’s much more important than my hand. I’m going to get the carpenter. (Exits.)
SHEN TE   (calling after him) Promise you’ll go to the doctor with me!


Mrs. Shin has returned and keeps waving at her.


What is it?

MRS. SHIN   Are you crazy giving the cart away with all you’ve got left in the world? What do you care about his hand? If the barber finds out, he’ll throw you out of the only housing you can find. You haven’t paid me for the laundry yet!

SHEN TE   Why are you so cruel? (to the audience:)


Isn’t it exhausting


To kick your neighbor? The veins in the temples


Bulge with the strain of being greedy.


Oh, how tempting it is to be generous! How pleasing


It is to be friendly. A kind word


Slips out like an easy sigh. 


Mrs. Shin storms off. 

(Shen Te to the boy:) Sit here and wait for your father. (The boy sits on the ground.)

The husband and wife from the family of eight come into the yard. They are carrying large bales.
the wife   Are you alone, Shen Te?
(When Shen Te nods, she calls her nephew, who is also carrying a bale.) Where is your cousin?

SHEN TE   He’s gone. 

the wife   Is he coming back?

SHEN TE   No. I’m getting rid of the shop. 

the wife   We know. That’s why we’ve come. We have a couple of bales of raw tobacco somebody owed us. Would you mind taking them with your few things to your new home. We don’t have anywhere to put them, and they attract too much attention on the street. I don’t see how you can deny us this one small favor, after the bum deal we got in your shop. 

SHEN TE   I would be glad to do you the favor.

the husband   And if anyone asks you whose tobacco this is, tell them it belongs to you. 

SHEN TE   Who do you think might ask?

the wife    (looking at her sharply) The police, for instance. They’re prejudiced and want to see us ruined. Where should we put the tobacco?

SHEN TE   I don’t know, I don’t want to do anything right now that could get me in trouble with the law. 

the wife   Isn’t that just like you. It’s all right for us to lose these few lousy bales of tobacco, all we have left in the world!


Shen Te stubbornly remains silent. 

the husband   Just think, with this tobacco we could start a small factory. We could get ahead in the world.  

SHEN TE   All right, I will keep the tobacco for you. Put them in the back room for now. 


They all carry the tobacco inside. The boy has been watching her. Looking around shyly, the boy goes over to a trash can and starts fishing around in it. The boy starts eating out of it. Shen Te and the three return. 

the wife   You understand, we’re putting ourselves in your hands.

SHEN TE   Yes. (She sees the boy and freezes.)
the husband   We’ll look for you the day after tomorrow in Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings.

SHEN TE   Go away, now, I’m not feeling well.


She pushes them away. The three exit. 


The boy is hungry. He’s eating out of the garbage.


She holds the boy, and her speech expresses her horror at the lot of poor children, examining his dirty face. She resolves never to treat her own child with such indifference.

Oh son, oh flier! What kind of world


Will you be born into? Will you


Be left to fish in the garbage can, too? 


Look at this dirty face! 


Then I at least


Will fight for my own, even if I have to


Become a tiger. Yes, from this moment on


I will cut myself off


From everyone and not rest


Until I have saved my son, at least my son!


To you I will be good


And to all others a tiger, a wild animal


If I have to. 


And I have to.


She exits, to transform into her cousin.


(Shen Te, exiting:)  I’ve got to do it one more time, one last time, I hope.


She takes Shui Ta’s pants with her. Mrs. Shin has returned and watches her exit curiously. The Sister-in-Law and the Grandfather enter. 
the sister-in-law   Her shop’s closed! It’s all over!

MRS. SHIN   That’s what happens when you’re foolish, selfish and full of desire! Where does it all lead? Down the drain! To Mr. Shu Fu’s shacks!

the sister-in-law   Won’t she be surprised! We just came from there to lodge a complaint! It’s a damp rat hole with rotting floors! Shu Fu only gave her those shacks because his soap supplies were molding away in there. 



The Unemployed Man enters.
the unemployed man   Is it true that Shen Te has to move out?

the sister-in-law   Yes. She wanted to sneak off so no one would find out. 

MRS. SHIN   She’s ashamed that she’s ruined. 

the unemployed man   (excited) She has to call her cousin! We should all tell her to call her cousin! Only he can help.

the sister-in-law   That’s true! He’s pretty stingy, but at least he’d save the shop, and then she could be generous again. 

the unemployed man   I wasn’t thinking about us, I was thinking about her. But you’re right, we should call him for our sakes as well. 


Wong enters with the Carpenter. 
the carpenter   I can’t thank you enough. (To the others:) We are going to get a place to stay.

MRS. SHIN   Where?

the carpenter   In Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings!  Miss Shen Te found us housing. (The carpenter greets  the boy.)  Where is she?  I want to thank her.


Shui Ta enters. 
SHUI TA   May I ask what you are all doing here?

the unemployed man   Mr. Shui Ta!

WONG   Good afternoon, Mr. Shui Ta. I didn’t know you had returned. You know the Carpenter Lin To. Miss Shen Te promised him housing in Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings. 

SHUI TA   Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings are not available. 

the carpenter   You mean we can’t live there?

SHUI TA   No. Those buildings are reserved for others. 

the sister-in-law   Do we have to leave too?

SHUI TA   I’m afraid so.

the sister-in-law   Where are we supposed to go, then?

SHUI TA   (shrugging his shoulders) I understand that Miss Shen Te, who has left town, does not intend to leave you high and dry. Nonetheless, everything will be handled more intelligently from now on. The free meals will be stopped. In their place, everyone will be given the opportunity to advance themselves through honest work. Miss Shen Te has decided to give you all work. Whichever of you would like to follow me to Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings won’t regret the decision.

the sister-in-law   You want us to work for Shen Te?

SHUI TA   Yes. You will be processing tobacco. There are three bales in the back room. Go get them!

THE SISTER-IN-LAW   Don’t forget that we used to have a shop of our own. We prefer to work for ourselves. We have our own tobacco.

SHUI TA   (to the Unemployed Man and the Carpenter) Maybe you two would like to work for Shen Te, since you don’t have any tobacco of your own?


The Carpenter and the Unemployed Man reluctantly go inside. Mrs. Mi Tzu enters.
MRS. MI TZU   Well, Mr. Shui Ta, where do things stand with the sale? I have here 300 dollars.

SHUI TA   Mrs. Mi Tzu, I have decided not to sell, but to sign the lease instead. 

MRS. MI TZU   What? You suddenly no longer need the money for the flier?

SHUI TA   No. 

MRS. MI TZU   And you have the rent money?

SHUI TA   (takes out the barber’s check and fills in an amount) I have here a check for 10,000 dollars, signed by Mr. Shu Fu, who has taken an interest in my cousin. See for yourself, Mrs. Mi Tzu! You will have the 200 dollars for the next six months’ rent before six o’clock this evening. And now, Mrs. Mi Tzu, allow me to proceed with my work. I am very busy today and must beg your indulgence. 

MRS. MI TZU   Ah, Mr. Shu Fu is following in the flier’s footsteps! 10,000 dollars! Nevertheless, I am astounded at the fickleness and frivolity of young girls today, Mr. Shui Ta. (Exits.)

The Carpenter and the Unemployed Man bring out the bales of tobacco.
the carpenter   I don’t know why I should have to lug your tobacco. 

SHUI TA   I know, and that’s enough. Your son here seems to have a healthy appetite. He wants to eat, Mr. Lin To.

the sister-in-law   (looking at the bales)  Has my brother-in-law been here?

SHUI TA   Yes.

\the sister-in-law   I thought so. I recognize those bales. This is our tobacco!

SHUI TA   I wouldn’t speak so loudly. This is my tobacco, as evidenced by the fact that it was in my store room. If you have any doubts, we can go to the police and clear the matter up once and for all. Would you like to do that?

the sister-in-law   (angrily) No. 

SHUI TA   It would seem that you don’t have any tobacco of your own. Perhaps under these circumstances you will take hold of the rescuing hand Miss Shen Te is offering you? Would you be so good as to show me the way to Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings?


Taking the Carpenter’s youngest boy by the hand, Shui Ta exits, followed by the Carpenter, his other children, the Sister-in-Law, the Grandfather, and the Unemployed Man. The Sister-in-Law, the Carpenter and the Unemployed Man lug the bales of tobacco.
WONG   He isn’t a bad man, but Shen Te is good.

MRS. SHIN   I don’t get it. A pair of pants is missing from the line, and her cousin is wearing them. That must mean something. I wonder what?

INTERLUDE 7a

Wong’s shelter

Music. In a dream Wong shares his fears with the gods. The gods are still in the midst of their long journey. They appear tired. Stopping briefly, they turn their heads over their shoulders to face the water seller.
WONG   Before your appearance awakened me, Enlightened Ones, I dreamed I saw my dear sister Shen Te in great peril in the 


reeds along the river at the place where the suicides are found. She was staggering in that direction, and her neck was bent, as if she was carrying something soft and heavy that was pushing her down into the mud. When I called her, she said she had to carry the bales of commandments to the other side of the river without getting them wet, or else the writing would be washed away. To be perfectly clear: I saw nothing on her shoulders. But I remembered with horror that you spoke of the great virtues when thanking her for giving you lodging. Oh shame! I’m sure you understand my concern for her. 

THIRD GOD   What do you recommend?

WONG   A slight reduction of the commandments, Enlightened Ones. A little relief from the bales of commandments, pious ones, on account of the bad times.

THIRD GOD   For example, Wong, for example?

WONG   For example you might demand friendliness instead of love or …

THIRD GOD   But that’s even more difficult, poor man!

WONG   Or fairness instead of justice.

THIRD GOD   That means more work!

WONG   Then what about politeness instead of honor!

THIRD GOD   But that’s asking more, you doubting man!


Exhausted, they walk on.
SCENE 8

Shui Ta’s tobacco factory

In Mr. Shu Fu’s shacks, Mr. Shui Ta has built a little tobacco factory.  Several families are squatting behind bars, cramped miserably together, especially women and children, among them the Sister-in-Law, the Grandfather, the Carpenter and his son, the Nephew, the Husband and the Wife. 


Mrs. Yang steps out in front of them, followed by her son Sun. 
MRS. YANG   (to the audience) I really must tell you how my son Sun was transformed by the wisdom and discipline of the universally respected Mr. Shui Ta from near delinquent into a productive citizen. As the entire neighborhood found out, Mr. Shui Ta opened a small but soon thriving tobacco factory in Mr. Shu Fu’s buildings. Three months ago I had the chance to drop in on him with my son. He received me after a brief wait. 


Shui Ta approaches Mrs. Yang from the factory.
SHUI TA   How can I help you, Mrs. Yang?

MRS. YANG   Mr. Shui Ta, I would like to put in a good word on my son’s behalf. The police were at our house today and said that you, in the name of Miss Shen Te, have charged him with breaking a marriage commitment and absconding with 200 dollars.

SHUI TA   Quite right, Mrs. Yang.

MRS. YANG   For the gods’ sake, Mr. Shui Ta, can’t you for once put mercy before justice? The money is gone. He spent it in two days after the pilot’s job fell through. I know he’s no good. He even sold my furniture and was going to run off to Peking and leave his dear old mother behind. (She cries.) Miss Shen Te once thought the world of him.

SHUI TA   What do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Yang Sun?

YANG SUN   (grimly) The money’s gone.

SHUI TA   Mrs. Yang, because of the weakness which my cousin for some unfathomable reason had for your delinquent son, I am willing to give him one more chance. She told me she thought he might reform himself through honest work. He can have a job in my factory. The 200 dollars will be deducted over time from his paycheck. 

YANG SUN   So it’s the factory or jail?

SHUI TA   The choice is yours.

YANG SUN   And I can’t talk this over with Shen Te?

SHUI TA   No.

YANG SUN   When do I start?

MRS. YANG   A thousand thanks, Mr. Shui Ta! You are infinitely kind, and the gods will reward you for this. 


(to Sun:) You have strayed from the righteous path. Now you must try to improve yourself though honest work, so that you’ll be able to look your mother in the eye again. 


Sun follows Shui Ta into the factory. Mrs. Yang turns back on the ramp.

MRS. YANG   (to the audience:) The first weeks were hard on Sun. The work didn’t appeal to him. He had little opportunity to distinguish himself. It wasn’t until the third week that a little incident helped him out. He and the former carpenter Lin To were lugging bales of tobacco. 


Sun and the former carpenter Lin To are each lugging two bales of tobacco.

the former carpenter   (stops, moaning, and sits on one of the bales:) I can’t go on. I’m too old for this kind of work.

YANG SUN   (also sits)  Why don’t you go tell them what they can do with their tobacco?

the former carpenter   Then how would I eat? Just to make ends meet I have to put the children to work. If only Miss Shen Te were here! She was good.

YANG SUN   She wasn’t so bad. If the circumstances hadn’t been so screwed up, we’d have hit it off just fine. I wonder where she is. I think we better get going. This is the time he usually shows up.  (They stand up. Sun sees Shui Ta coming:) Give me one of those bales, you cripple! (Sun lifts up one of Lin To’s bales.)

the former carpenter   Thank you! Yes, if Shen Te were here, you would score big points for giving an old man a hand. Oh dear!


Mr. Shui Ta enters. 
MRS. YANG   (to the audience) And with one glance Mr. Shui Ta spots a good worker who’s not afraid to apply himself. And in he steps. 

SHUI TA   Stop, you! What’s the matter? Why are you only carrying one bale?

the former carpenter   I’m a little tired today, Mr. Shui Ta, and Yang Sun was nice enough to…

SHUI TA   Go back and get three bales, my friend. If Yang Sun can do it, so can you. Yang Sun has his heart in his work, and you don’t. 

MRS. YANG   (while the Former Carpenter gets two more bales, to the audience:) Of course nothing was said to Sun, but Mr. Shui Ta knew where things stood. And on the following payday…


A table is set up, and Shui Ta enters with a sack of money. Standing next to the foreman—the former Unemployed Man—Shui Ta hands out the pay. Sun steps up to the table.
the foreman   Yang Sun—6 dollars. 

YANG SUN   Excuse me, you mean five. Just 5 dollars. (He takes the list from the Foreman.) Look, it says here I worked 6 days, but that’s wrong, I was absent one day because I had to go to court. (Insincere:) I won’t take money I haven’t earned, even if the pay is bad!

the foreman   Five dollars, then! (to Shui Ta:) That doesn’t happen often, Mr. Shui Ta!

SHUI TA   Why does it say six days if he only worked five?

the foreman   I must have made a mistake, Mr. Shui Ta. (to Sun, coldly) It won’t happen again. 

SHUI TA   (gesturing Sun to the side) I recently noticed that you are a strong man with the firm’s best interests at heart. And today I see you are an honest man as well. Does the foreman often make mistakes to the firm’s disadvantage?

YANG SUN   He has friends among the workers and they regard him as one of their own.

SHUI TA   I understand. One good turn deserves another. Would you like a bonus?

YANG SUN   No. But perhaps I should mention that I am also intelligent. I’ve had a fairly good education, you see. The foreman means well with the employees, but, with his lack of education, he can’t understand what’s best for the firm. Give me one week’s trial, Mr. Shui Ta, and I believe I can demonstrate that my intelligence is worth more to the firm than sheer muscle.

MRS. YANG   (to the audience) Those were bold words, but that evening I said to my Sun: “You are a flier. Show them that you can soar right here! Fly, my eagle!” And in truth, what great things can be achieved by education and intelligence! How can anyone hope to get ahead without them? My son accomplished miracles in Mr. Shui Ta’s factory!


Sun stands with legs firmly planted behind the workers. They are passing a basket of raw tobacco over their heads. 

YANG SUN    That’s no way to work! Keep those bales moving! (to the boy) You can sit on the floor, that way you won’t take up much room! And you can take over the pressing, yes, you there! You lazy dogs, what are we paying you for? Faster with the bale! Damn it! Put Grandpa on the floor and let him sort with the boy! No more slouching here! Keep things moving, all together! (He claps the tempo with his hands, and the basket moves faster.)
MRS. YANG   (to the audience)  And not even animosity or derogatory remarks from the uneducated workers could hold my son back from fulfilling his duty. 


One of the workers starts singing The Song of the Eighth Elephant. The others join in the refrain. 

THE SONG OF THE EIGHTH ELEPHANT
Seven elephants had Mr. Chin  

But he loved number eight the best.  

Seven were wild and the eighth one was mild 

Number eight kept his eye on the rest.   


Work faster!



This wood is Mr. Chin’s 


It must be leveled to the ground  


Before the night begins! 

Seven elephants cleared the wood

And the eighth carried Chin on his back

While the others worked hard, number eight stood guard

Making sure that the rest didn’t slack. 


Dig faster!


This wood is Mr. Chin’s 


It must be leveled to the ground  


Before the night begins! 

Seven elephants wanted to quit

They were tired of uprooting trees.

Mr. Chin, the old dog, he had all seven flogged 

While the eighth he fed barrels of peas.


Why is that?


This wood is Mr. Chin’s 


It must be leveled to the ground  


Before the night begins! 

Seven elephants had lost their tusks

While the eighth had two sharp and white

So the eighth rushed toward them and ruthlessly gored them

While Chin stood and laughed at the sight. 


Keep digging!


This wood is Mr. Chin’s 


It must be leveled to the ground  


Before the night begins! 


Shui Ta strolls unhurriedly forward, smoking a cigar. Yang Sun has joined in the refrain of the third verse, laughing, and sped up the tempo by clapping his hands. 

MRS. YANG   (to the audience) We really can’t thank Mr. Shui Ta enough. With almost no direct intervention, but through his wisdom and discipline, he brought out all the good that was in Sun. Today Sun is quite a different man than he was three months ago. I’m sure you’ll agree! As the poet says: “Nobility is like a bell, if you strike it, it rings, if you don’t strike it, it doesn’t ring.”

SCENE 9

Shen Te’s tobacco shop

The shop has been turned into an office with comfortable armchairs and beautiful carpets. It is raining. Shui Ta, by this time quite big, is saying goodbye to the carpet sellers. Mrs. Shin is watching, amused. She is wearing a stylish new outfit. 

SHUI TA   I’m sorry I can’t say when she’ll be back.

CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   Today we received a letter enclosing the 200 dollars we once loaned her. There was no return address, but the letter must have come from Shen Te. We’d like to write her. What’s her address?

SHUI TA   I’m sorry, but I don’t know that either. 

CARPET SELLER   Let’s go.

CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   She’s got to come back sooner or later.


Shui Ta bows. The old couple leaves uncertain and unsettled.
MRS. SHIN   They got their money back too late. Now they’ve lost their shop, because they couldn’t pay their taxes. 

SHUI TA   Why didn’t they come to me for help?

MRS. SHIN   People don’t like coming to you. They wanted to wait until Shen Te came back, because they didn’t have anything in writing. And then the old man got sick, and his wife had to take care of him day and night. 

SHUI TA   (has to sit down, because he’s not feeling well) I’m feeling faint again!

MRS. SHIN   (taking care of him) You’re in your seventh month! All this excitement isn’t good for you. You’re lucky you have me. Everyone needs a helping hand. And I will stand by you in your hour of need. (She laughs.)
SHUI TA   (weakly) Can I count on you, Mrs. Shin?

MRS. SHIN   Absolutely! Of course it will cost you a little something. Unbutton your collar, you’ll feel better.

SHUI TA   (miserably) It’s all for the baby, Mrs. Shin.

MRS. SHIN   It’s all for the baby. 

SHUI TA   But I’m getting big too quickly. People must be noticing. 

MRS. SHIN   They think it comes from prosperity.

SHUI TA   What’s going to become of the child?

MRS. SHIN   You ask me that three times a day. We’ll hire a nurse. The best money can buy.

SHUI TA   Yes. (Fearfully) The child will never see Shui Ta.

MRS. SHIN   Never. Only Shen Te.

SHUI TA   But all the gossip! The water seller won’t stop spreading rumors! Everyone’s watching the shop!

MRS. SHIN   It’s no problem as long as the barber doesn’t find out. Here, have some tea.


Yang Sun enters in a smart suit with a businessman’s briefcase. He is shocked to see Shui Ta in Mrs. Shin’s arms. 

YANG SUN   Am I interrupting? 

SHUI TA   (stands up with great effort and staggers to the door:) See you tomorrow, Mrs. Shin!


Putting on her gloves, Mrs. Shin exits smiling. 

YANG SUN   Gloves! Who gave her those, and why? Is she fleecing you, or what? (Because Shui Ta doesn’t answer:)  Or are you getting soft-hearted? Strange. (He takes a piece of paper from his briefcase.) In any case, you’re not on top of things lately, not the old you. Moody, indecisive. Are you sick? It’s bad for business. Here’s another citation from the police. They want to close the factory. They say the most they can allow is twice the legal occupancy per room. You’ve got to do something, Mr. Shui Ta!


Shui Ta stares at him blankly for a moment. Then he goes into the back room and returns with a bag. He takes out a new hat and tosses it on the desk. 
SHUI TA   The firm wants its representatives to be well dressed.

YANG SUN   Did you buy this for me?

SHUI TA   (indifferent) Try it on, see if it fits.


Sun looks astonished and tries it on. Shui Ta adjusts the hat.

YANG SUN   Thank you, but don’t avoid my question. You’ve got to talk to the barber today about the new project. 

SHUI TA   The barber’s conditions are unacceptable. 

YANG SUN   I wish you’d finally tell me what his conditions are.

SHUI TA   (evading) The shacks are good enough. 

YANG SUN   Yes, they’re good enough for the scum that’s working there, but not for the tobacco. It’s getting damp. Before the meeting I’ll talk to Mi Tzu again about her buildings. I’ll tickle her fat knees over a cup of tea, and we’ll get them for half price. 

SHUI TA   (sharply) That’s not going to happen. In the interest of the firm’s reputation, I expect your conduct at all times to be discreet and businesslike. 

YANG SUN   What’s got you so upset? Is it the nasty rumors going around the neighborhood?

SHUI TA   I don’t care about rumors. 

YANG SUN   Then it must be the rain. Rain always makes you irritable and depressed. I wonder why.

WONG’S VOICE   (from outside)  Are there no more good people in this city? Not even here, the shop where the good Shen Te lived?

YANG SUN   There’s that damned water seller. He’s started his ranting again. 

WONG’S VOICE   (from outside) Where is she, the one who months ago, in a moment of joy, bought a cup of my water even though it was raining. Where is she now? Has anyone seen her? Has anyone heard from her? She went into this shop one evening and never came out!

YANG SUN   Shouldn’t I shut his mouth once and for all? 

WONG   (enters) Mr. Shui Ta, once again I ask you when Shen Te will return. Six months have passed since she went away. (Because Shui Ta is silent) Many things have happened that would never have happened if she had been here. (Because Shui Ta remains silent) Mr. Shui Ta, rumors are going around that something must have happened to Shen Te. We, her friends, are worried. Would you please be so kind as to tell us where she is? 

SHUI TA   Unfortunately I don’t have time right now, Mr. Wong. Why don’t you come back next week?

WONG   (agitated) People have also noticed for the last few days that the rice she used to give the needy has begun to appear outside the door again.

SHUI TA   And what do they think that means?

WONG   That Shen Te never went away at all.

SHUI TA   And instead? (Because Wong is silent) In that case, let me give you my answer. Once and for all, she has gone away. If you are Shen Te’s friend, Mr. Wong, stop asking where she is. That’s my advice. 

WONG   That’s good advice! Mr. Shui Ta, before she disappeared, Shen Te told me she was pregnant!

YANG SUN   What?

SHUI TA   (quickly) That’s a lie!

WONG   (very seriously to Shui Ta)  Mr. Shui Ta, you mustn’t believe that Shen Te’s friends are going to stop asking about her. A good person is not easily forgotten. There are so few of them. (Exits.)


Shui Ta watches him leave, frozen. Then he quickly goes into the back room.
YANG SUN   (to the audience, as if transformed) Shen Te pregnant! I can’t believe it! I’ve been double-crossed! She must have told her cousin, and of course that bastard shipped her off first thing. “Pack your bags and go, before the child’s father finds out!” It’s a crime against nature. It’s inhuman. I’m going to have a son. And what happens? The girl disappears and I’m left here slaving away! (He becomes furious) And he tries to buy me off with a hat! (He stomps on the hat.) Criminal! Thief! Kidnapper! And the girl with no one to protect her! (The sound of sobbing can be heard from the back room. He stands still.) Is someone crying in the back room? The hard-boiled Mr. Shui Ta wouldn’t cry. So who can it be? And how come the rice is showing up again outside the door? Is the girl still here after all? Is he hiding her? Who else could be crying in there? If she’s pregnant, I have to find her!


Shui Ta returns from the back room. He goes to the door and looks out at the rain. 
YANG SUN   (con’t)
Okay, where is she?

SHUI TA   (raises his hand and listens) Just a minute! It’s nine o’clock. But you can’t hear anything. It’s raining too hard.

YANG SUN   (ironically)  What are you listening for? 

SHUI TA   The mail plane. 

YANG SUN   Very funny.

SHUI TA   I once heard you wanted to fly? Have you given that up?

YANG SUN   I’m not complaining about my present job, if that’s what you mean. I’m not particularly interested in working nights, you see. Flying the mail means night shifts. I’ve grown to love this firm. It is, after all, my future bride’s firm, even if she has gone away. She has gone away, hasn’t she?

SHUI TA   Why do you ask? 

YANG SUN   Maybe because I’m not completely indifferent where she is concerned. 

SHUI TA   It might interest my cousin to hear that.

YANG SUN   For example, I wouldn’t be able to turn a blind eye if someone were to deprive her of her freedom.  

SHUI TA   Such as who? 

YANG SUN   Such as you!


Pause.
SHUI TA   What would you do?

YANG SUN   I might want to renegotiate my position in the firm, for starters. 

SHUI TA   I see. And if the firm—which is to say, I—were to find you a suitable position, could it count on you to give up searching for your former fiancée?

YANG SUN   Maybe.

SHUI TA   And how do you envision your new position in the firm?

YANG SUN   Full control. I would consider throwing you out, for example. 

SHUI TA   And if the firm threw you out instead of me?

YANG SUN   I would probably come back, but not alone.

SHUI TA   With whom then?

YANG SUN   With the police. 

SHUI TA   With the police. And what if the police found nobody here?

YANG SUN   Then I presume they would look in the back room! Mr. Shui Ta, my longing for the lady of my heart has become insatiable. I must hold her in my arms again. (Calmly:) She is pregnant and needs someone with her. I have to discuss this with the water seller.  (He goes.)

Shui Ta watches him leave without moving. Then he goes quickly back to the back room. He comes back with a number of Shen Te’s belongings: laundry, dresses, toiletries. For a long while he looks at the shawl that Shen Te bought from the carpet sellers. Then he packs everything into a bundle and hides it under the table, because he hears noises. Mrs. Mi Tzu and Mr. Shu Fu enter. They greet Shui Ta and set down their umbrellas and galoshes. 
MRS. MI TZU   Fall is already upon us, Mr. Shui Ta. 

MR. SHU FU   A sad time of year.

MRS. MI TZU   And where is your charming business manager? That naughty lady-killer! But I’m sure you don’t know that side of him. Nevertheless, he knows how to blend his charm with his business savvy in ways that can only benefit you. 

SHUI TA   (bows) Please sit down!


They sit and start smoking.

My friends, an unforeseen event, which could have certain consequences, obliges me to accelerate the negotiations I had begun concerning the future of my business. Mr. Shu Fu, my factory is in trouble. 

MR. SHU FU   It always is. 

SHUI TA   But now the police are openly threatening to close it if I can’t prove I am negotiating for new premises. Mr. Shu Fu, the factory is the sole remaining possession of my cousin, in whom you have always taken such a strong interest.

MR. SHU FU   Mr. Shui Ta, I feel a profound reluctance to discuss your constantly expanding projects. I suggest a little dinner with your cousin, you bring up financial difficulties. I offer my buildings to your cousin to house the homeless, you build a factory in them. I give her a check, you cash it. Your cousin disappears. You ask for 100,000 dollars, saying my buildings are too small. Sir, where is your cousin? 

SHUI TA   Don’t worry, Mr. Shu Fu. I am now able to announce that she will be returning soon.

MR. SHU FU   Soon? When? I’ve been hearing “soon” for weeks now.

SHUI TA   I’m not asking you to sign anything. I’m only asking if you would be more favorably inclined toward my project if my cousin were to return.

MR. SHU FU   I have told you a thousand times that I refuse to discuss anything with you. I will only speak with your cousin. But you seem determined to prevent such a discussion.

SHUI TA   Not any more.

MR. SHU FU   When will this discussion take place? 

SHUI TA   (uncertain) In three months.

MR. SHU FU   (upset) Then you will have my signature in three months.  

SHUI TA   But everything has to be prepared.

MR. SHU FU   You can prepare everything, Shui Ta, if you are sure that your cousin is really coming back this time.

SHUI TA   Mrs. Mi Tzu, are you prepared to certify to the police that I can have your workshops?

MRS. MI TZU   Of course, if you allow me to have your business manager, Mr. Yang. You’ve known for weeks that that is my only condition. (to Mr. Shu Fu:) The young man has such a fine business head, and I need someone to manage my properties. 

SHUI TA   You must understand that I cannot do without Mr. Yang Sun at the present time, with all the current difficulties and my own uncertain health! I have always been willing to let you have him, but…

MRS. MI TZU   Yes, but!


Pause.
SHUI TA   All right, he will report to your office tomorrow. 

MR. SHU FU   I am very pleased that you have finally come to this decision, Shui Ta. If Miss Shen Te really does comes back, the young man’s presence here would be most improper. As we know, he once had a very undesirable influence on her. 

SHUI TA   (bowing) Without a doubt. Please forgive my unbusinesslike behavior with regard to both my cousin Shen Te and Mr. Yang Sun. The two young people were once very close. 

MRS. MI TZU   You are forgiven. 

SHUI TA   (looking towards the door)  My friends, let us conclude our discussion and resolve to establish twelve branch stores where Shen Te’s good tobacco may be sold in the future. I have heard that people are calling me the Tobacco King of Szechuan. In reality I have run this business solely on behalf of my cousin. It will belong to her and her children and her children’s children. 


From outside the sounds of a crowd are heard. Yang Sun, Wong and the Policeman enter. 
the policeman   Mr. Shui Ta, I regret that the angry mood of the neighborhood obliges me to follow up on a lead from one of your own employees accusing you of depriving your cousin, Miss Shen Te, of her freedom.

SHUI TA   That’s not true. 

the policeman   Mr. Yang Sun here maintains that he heard the sound of crying coming from your back room, that could only have come from a woman.

MRS. MI TZU   That’s ridiculous. Mr. Shu Fu and myself, two reputable citizens whose word the police can hardly question, maintain that there has been no crying here. We have been quietly smoking our cigars. 

 THE POLICEMAN   I am sorry to say that my order is to inspect the back room.

YANG SUN   (Shui Ta opens the door.)  But I heard crying! (His gaze falls on the table, under which Shui Ta stuffed the bundle. He runs to it.)  That wasn’t here before. (Opening it, he shows Shen Te’s clothing, etc.) 

WONG   These are Shen Te’s things! (He runs to the door and cries out:) They’ve found her clothes! 

the policeman   (gathering the things) You state that your cousin has gone away. Yet her personal effects have been found hidden in your shop. Where can we find the girl, Mr. Shui Ta?

SHUI TA   I don’t know where she is.

the policeman   I’m very sorry to hear that.

cries from the crowd   Shen Te’s clothes have been found! —The Tobacco King has murdered the girl and hidden her body!

the policeman   Mr. Shui Ta, I must ask you to follow me to headquarters.

SHUI TA   (bowing to Mrs. Mi Tzu and Mr. Shu Fu:) I beg your indulgence regarding this unfortunate incident. But there are still judges in Szechuan. I am certain that everything will soon be resolved. (He goes out ahead of the Policeman.)
WONG   A terrible crime has been committed!

YANG SUN   (perplexed)  But somebody was crying!

INTERLUDE 9a

Wong’s shelter

Music. For the last time the gods appear to the water seller in a dream. They are quite changed. After their long journey, exhaustion and numerous unpleasant experiences have left their marks. One god has lost his hat, another has his foot caught in a fox trap, and all three are barefoot.

WONG   You’ve come at last! Terrible things have taken place in Shen Te’s tobacco shop, Enlightened Ones! Shen Te has been gone for six months! Her cousin has seized everything! He was arrested today. They say he murdered her to get her shop. But I don’t believe it, because she appeared to me in a dream and told me her cousin is holding her prisoner. Oh, Enlightened Ones, you have to come back immediately and find her.

FIRST GOD   That’s dreadful. Our entire search has failed. We found very few good people.

THIRD GOD   And when we did, they weren’t living lives worthy to be called human. 

SECOND GOD   We had decided to put all our hopes on Shen Te if she is still good!

WONG   I’m sure she is, but she’s disappeared!

THIRD GOD   Then all is lost.

SECOND GOD   Calm down.

THIRD GOD   How can I? We’ll have to resign if we can’t find her! 

SECOND GOD   What kind of a world have we encountered? Nothing but misery, baseness and ungodliness!  

THIRD GOD   Ah, water seller, it seems our commandments are fatal! I’m afraid we’ll have to throw out all of our moral precepts. It’s hard enough for people to survive. Good intentions draw them to the edge of the abyss, and good deeds push them over. (To the two other gods:) The world is no fit place to live in—go on, admit it! 

FIRST GOD   (adamantly) No, it’s mankind that’s worthless!

THIRD GOD   Because the world is too cold!

SECOND GOD   Because people are too weak!

FIRST GOD   Dignity, my friends, dignity! We must not despair. After all, we found one person who is good. She hasn’t turned bad, she’s merely disappeared. Let us hurry and find her. One is enough. Didn’t we say that everything could be made right if we could find just one person who could stand up against the world, just one?!


They quickly disappear. 
SCENE 10

A courtroom


In groups: Mr. Shu Fu and Mrs. Mi Tzu. Yang Sun and his mother. Wong, the Carpenter, the Elderly Couple. Mrs. Shin. The Policeman. The Sister-in-Law.  The Boy.  The Unemployed Man.
CARPET SELLER   He’s too powerful.

WONG   He wants to open twelve new stores.

the carpenter  How can the judge possibly hand down a fair verdict when the defendant’s friends, Shu Fu the barber and Mi Tzu the property owner, are his friends as well?

the sister-in-law   Last night, everybody saw Mrs. Shin carrying a fat goose into the judge’s kitchen on Mr. Shui Ta’s behalf. The grease was dripping through the basket.

CARPET SELLER’S WIFE   (to Wong) Our poor Shen Te will never be found!

WONG   Only the gods can uncover the truth.

the policeman   Silence! The judges are coming.


The Three Gods enter in judges robes. While they are walking up the ramp to their chairs, they can be heard whispering.
THIRD GOD   They’re going to find out. The certificates were badly forged. 

SECOND GOD   And they’re going to wonder about the judge’s sudden stomach trouble.

FIRST GOD   No, it’s perfectly understandable, since he ate half a goose.

MRS. SHIN   Look! New judges!

WONG   And good ones!


The Third God, the last of the three, hears him and turns and smiles at him. The Gods sit. The First God strikes a gavel on the table. The Policeman brings in Shui Ta, who is greeted with whistling, but maintains an imperious air.

the policeman   Get ready for a surprise. Justice Cheng isn’t here. But the new judges also look fair.


Shui Ta looks at the judges and faints. 
the SISTER-IN-LAW  What’s that? The Tobacco King has fainted.

THE UNEMPLOYED MAN   Yes, when he saw the new judges!

WONG   He seems to know them! I don’t understand.

FIRST GOD   (opens the hearing) Are you the tobacco merchant Shui Ta?

SHUI TA   (very weak) Yes. 

FIRST GOD   You have been accused of murdering your dear cousin, Miss Shen Te, in order to take over her business. Do you plead guilty?

SHUI TA   No. 

THIRD GOD   (looking through the files) We will now hear from the precinct police captain as to the character of the accused and his cousin. 

the policeman   (stepping forward)  Miss Shen Te was a girl who liked to be nice to everybody, someone who liked to live and let live, as they say. Mr. Shui Ta, on the other hand, is a man of principle. The young lady’s generosity forced him to undertake strict measures. Nevertheless, as opposed to the girl, he always stayed on the right side of the law, your honors. Mr. Shui Ta is known to me as a respectable, law-abiding citizen.

THIRD GOD   Is there anyone else present who would like to testify on the defendant’s behalf?


Mr. Shu Fu and Mrs. Mi Tzu step forward.
the policeman   (whispering to the gods)  Mr. Shu Fu, a very influential citizen!

MR. SHU FU   Mr. Shui Ta is regarded in the city as a prominent businessman. He is the vice-president of our chamber of commerce and has been nominated to be local justice of the peace.

WONG   (interrupting)  By you! You’re in this together!

the policeman   (whispering) Riff-raff!

MRS. MI TZU   As the president of the United Public Charities, I would like to point out to the court that Mr. Shui Ta is not only about to give countless individuals a bright and healthy workplace in his tobacco shops, but he also makes generous donations to our home for the disabled. 

the policeman   (whispering)  Mrs. Mi Tzu, a close friend of Justice Cheng’s!

SECOND GOD   All right, but now we must hear whether anyone has anything less favorable to say about the accused.


Wong, the Carpenter, the Elderly Couple, the Unemployed Man and the Sister-in-Law step forward. 
the policeman   The scum of the neighborhood!

SECOND GOD   Now, what do you know about Shui Ta’s general behavior?

cries   (overlapping)  He ruined us! — He blackmailed me! — He drove us to crime! — He exploited the helpless! — Lied! — Deceived! — Murdered!

SECOND GOD   How does the defendant answer these charges?

SHUI TA   I did nothing but save my cousin’s livelihood, your honors. I only came when she was in danger of losing her little shop. I had to come three times. I never wanted to stay. Circumstances forced me into staying the last time. I have had nothing but trouble since. Everybody loved my cousin, and I had to do the dirty work. That’s why they despise me. 

the sister-in-law   That’s the truth. Take our case, your honors! (to Shui Ta) I won’t say anything about the bales of tobacco. 

SHUI TA   Why not? Why not?

the sister-in-law   (to the gods) Shen Te gave us shelter, and he had us arrested. 

SHUI TA   You stole bread!

the sister-in-law   Now he’s pretending to give a damn about the baker’s bread! He wanted the shop for himself!

SHUI TA   The shop was not a flophouse, you selfish animals!

the sister-in-law   But we had no place to stay!

SHUI TA   There were too many of you!

WONG   And these two here? (He points to the Elderly Couple.) Were they also selfish?

CARPET SELLER   We invested our life’s savings in Shen Te’s business. Why did you cheat us out of our shop?

SHUI TA   Because my cousin wanted to help a flier fly. It was my job to get the money.

MRS. SHIN   She was in love with the flier.

SHUI TA   Isn’t she entitled to fall in love?

WONG   Of course! So why did you try to force her to marry a man she didn’t love, the barber here?

SHUI TA   The man she loved was a bum.

WONG   That man? (He points to Sun.)

YANG SUN   (jumping to his feet) And because he was a bum, you gave him a job in the front office!

SHUI TA   To help you! To help you improve!

the sister-in-law   And to turn him into a slave-driver!

WONG   And when he had improved himself, didn’t you sell him to this woman? (He points to Mrs. Mi Tzu.) She’s been bragging about it all over town. 

SHUI TA   Because she would only sell me her workrooms if he tickled her knees!

MRS. MI TZU   That’s a lie! Don’t talk about my workrooms! I wash my hands of you, you murderer! (Outraged, she rushes off.) 

YANG SUN   (determined)  Your honors, I feel obliged to put in a word for him!

the sister-in-law   Of course you do. He’s your boss.

the unemployed man   He is the worst slave-driver of all time. He’s depraved. 

YANG SUN   Your honor, the accused might have turned me into something, but he’s no murderer. A few minutes before his arrest I heard Shen Te’s voice coming from the storeroom at the back of the shop!

THIRD GOD   (curious) So she’s still alive? 

SECOND GOD   Tell us exactly what you heard!

YANG SUN   (triumphant) Someone crying, your honor!

FIRST GOD   And you recognized who it was?

YANG SUN   Absolutely. Do you think I could forget her voice?

MR. SHU FU   Yes, you made her cry often enough!

YANG SUN   And yet I made her happy. But then he—(pointing to Shui Ta)—wanted to sell her to you. 

SHUI TA   (to Sun) Because you didn’t love her!

WONG   No. For the money!

SHUI TA   But what was the money needed for, your honors? (To Sun) You wanted her to abandon all her friends, but the barber offered her his buildings and his wealth, so she could help the poor. I needed to marry her to the barber so that she could do good. 

WONG   Why didn’t you let her do good when the big check was signed? Why did you send Shen Te’s friends to work in the dirty sweatshops, your tobacco factory, Tobacco King?

SHUI TA   It was for the child!

the carpenter   And what about my children? What have you done for my children?


Shui Ta is silent.
WONG   Now the cat’s got your tongue! The gods gave Shen Te her shop as a little fountain of goodness. She always wanted to do good, and you always came and prevented it. 

SHUI TA   (beside himself) Because otherwise the fountain would have dried up, you idiot. 

MRS. SHIN   That’s true, your honors!

WONG   (wild) What have you done with the good Shen Te, you evil man? 

SHUI TA   I was her only friend!

WONG   Where is she?

SHUI TA   Gone away.

WONG   Where?

ALL   Where? Where?

SHUI TA   I won’t tell you!

WONG   But why did she have to go away?

ALL   Yes, why? Why?

SHUI TA   (screaming)  Because you would have torn her to pieces!


It is suddenly silent.


(Shui Ta sinks back in his chair.) I can’t go on. I want to explain everything. If the courtroom is cleared of everyone but the judges, I will make a confession. 

all   He’s going to confess!—He’s guilty!

FIRST GOD   (Bangs the gavel on the table)   Clear the court.


The Policeman clears the courtroom.
MRS. SHIN   (as she exits, laughing) They’re in for a surprise!

SHUI TA   Are they gone? All of them? I can no longer remain silent. I have recognized you, Enlightened Ones!

SECOND GOD   What have you done with our good person of Szechuan?

SHUI TA   Let me confess the terrible truth: I am your good person!


He takes off his mask and tears off his clothes. Shen Te stands before the gods. 
SECOND GOD   Shen Te!

SHEN TE   Yes. Shen Te and Shui Ta, I am both.


Your commandment long ago


To be good and yet to live


Split me like lightning in two halves.  


I don’t know how it happened: 


I could not be good


Both to others and myself.


Your world is harsh! Too much poverty, too much despair!


The hand held out to the wretched


Is soon torn off! Those who help a lost soul


Are themselves lost! 


The weight of your commandments


Buried me in the ground. But when I broke them


I strode in power and ate well!


Something must be wrong with your world. Why


Is cruelty rewarded and why are the good


So harshly punished?  And yet


I wanted to be an angel of the slums. To give


Was a burning passion for me. A happy face


And I was walking on clouds. 


Pity caused me such pain that the sight of misery


Made me as angry as a wild animal. Then


I felt a change come over me and my teeth


Turned into fangs. A kind word


Was bitter as ashes in my mouth. 


Condemn me: All of my crimes


Were committed to help my neighbors


To love my lover and 


Save my little son from want. 


Oh gods, for your great projects, 


I, poor mortal, am too small. 

FIRST GOD   (horrified) Stop!

THIRD GOD   You unfortunate creature! 

FIRST GOD   We were so happy to have found you again. 

SECOND GOD   Now what are we to think of this!

SHEN TE   I’m only trying to tell you that I am the wicked man whose crimes have been reported here.

FIRST GOD   The good person whose good deeds have been reported here!

SHEN TE   No, the bad person as well!

SECOND GOD   A misunderstanding! A few unfortunate incidents! A few heartless neighbors! A little too much enthusiasm!

THIRD GOD   But how is she to go on living?

FIRST GOD   She will manage! She is strong, she can endure a great deal. 

THIRD GOD   But didn’t you hear what she said?

SECOND GOD   (vehemently) She’s confused, extremely confused! 

FIRST GOD   Impossible, absolutely impossible! Are we to admit that our commandments are fatal? Shall we throw them out? (Bitterly) Never! Is the world to be changed? How? By whom? No, everything is in order! (He quickly strikes the gavel on the table.)

And now—


He gestures, and music is heard. A rosy light glows. 
FIRST GOD   



Let us go home. This little world has



Moved us deeply. It’s joy and suffering



Uplifted and grieved us. Nevertheless



When we are back among the stars we will



Think of you fondly, Shen Te, the good person, 



Who bears witness to our spirit here below,



Carrying her little lamp in the cold darkness.



Farewell! Good luck!


He gestures, and the roof opens up. A pink cloud lowers. The gods rise up on the cloud very slowly. 
SHEN TE   Not yet, Enlightened Ones! Don’t go! Don’t leave me! How am I to face the old couple, now that they’ve lost their shop, or the water seller with his stiff hand? And how am I to defend myself against the barber, whom I don’t love, and Sun, whom I do love? And my body has been blessed, soon my little son will be here and he’ll want to eat. I can’t stay here!


She looks frantically toward the door, through which her tormenters will enter.

SECOND GOD   You can do it. Just be good, and everything will turn out for the best!


The witnesses enter. Amazed, they watch the judges swaying on their pink cloud. 
WONG   Show your respect! The gods have appeared among us! Three of the highest gods have come to Szechuan to look for a good person. They found one, but…

FIRST GOD   No buts! Here she is!

all   Shen Te!

SECOND GOD   She didn’t die, she was only hidden. 

THIRD GOD   She will stay among you, a good person!

SHEN TE   But I’ll need my cousin!

SECOND GOD   Not too often 
SHEN TE   At least once a week!

FIRST GOD   Once a month should do!

SHEN TE   Oh, don’t go, Enlightened Ones! I haven’t told you everything! I need you badly!

THE GODS   (singing) 

THE TRIO OF THE GODS VANISHING ON THE CLOUD

We are sorry we can’t tarry




More than one brief hour here.





If we look at her too closely




Our prize may disappear.



See the shadows, watch them growing




In the fading golden light,




So you see we must be going





Back into our heavenly night.



Our search is finally over 


So we really must be moving on!




Glory be, all glory be



To the Good Person of Szechuan!

SHEN TE   Help!

While Shen Te desperately stretches her arms toward them, they vanish above, smiling and waving.
EPILOGUE


One of the actors appears before the curtain and turns apologetically to the audience. 

Ladies and gentlemen, please don’t be upset


We know this story isn’t finished yet.


A happy ending hovered in our midst,


But then somehow it took an ugly twist. 


We agree this outcome pleases none: 


All questions open though our play is done.


Especially since we live by your enjoyment


Unhappy spectators mean unemployment.


Without your word of mouth our show’s a flop


We need your help to keep us on the top!


Fear may well have blocked our inspiration,


But what’s your answer to this situation?


Not even money could this problem solve.


Change mankind? Or should the world evolve?


Or trade our gods for new ones? Or toss them out?


We don’t know what to think! We’re filled with doubt!


The only way to get out of this mess


Is for you to think it through, I guess:


What sort of message should we all be sending


To help good people find their happy ending?


Ladies and gentlemen, in you we trust!


The ending must be happy, must, must, must!

END OF PLAY
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