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Harvey Yoder

one woman’s Quest





V

The remarkable happenings in this book shine warm 
and bright because of the steadfastness of a woman 

who has fought the fight of faith with tenacity. In spite of 
her own times of questioning and insecurities, Ai-Ming 
never gave up. With affection, I dedicate this book to her.
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Ai-Ming lay on her narrow cot with her black eyes 
wide open and her round face toward the ceiling. 

The bright pink spots on her cheeks contrasted with her 
dusky skin, and her sweat-soaked body was covered only 
by a long nightgown.

A shriveled-up old woman entered the sleeping room 
of the primitive, though well-built, house. She came from 
the only other room in the house, which served as the 
kitchen and living area. She approached Ai-Ming with an 
air of control.

“You still are sick,” she said. “You have been sick for two 
days. Your own mother is a doctor, and still you are sick.”

Ai-Ming was only five years old, but she knew that Ping 
was not happy with her or her sickness. This was nothing 
new, for the housekeeper was usually sour about every-
thing. But this morning Ai-Ming could tell by the frown 
on her face that the old woman was even more unhappy 
than usual. 

“Day after day,” Ping sighed, “your mother goes to the 
hospital and treats the endless line of people. Then she 
comes home exhausted, only to go out the next day. This 
is her life. And now her middle child is sick. More work 
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for me.” Ping groaned. She placed a small claw-like finger 
on Ai-Ming’s forehead. “At least it is not Wei,” Ping said, 
managing to find something positive in the situation. She 
turned around and called, “Young boy, come here.”

Ai-Ming heard the shuffle of her two-year-old brother’s 
small feet as he toddled into the room. “There you are, 
Favored Son,” Ping crooned. Her almost toothless smile 
looked more like a grimace than a smile.

Wei waddled across the room and poked at his sister. 
“Wahh!” he said, pulling on her nightgown.

“Don’t,” Ai-Ming said plaintively. She pushed his small 
hand away.

“Leave him be!” Ping said sharply as she slapped at Ai-
Ming. “He is still a baby, and you can’t tell him what to do.”

“Auntie!” a woman’s voice hailed from outside. Ping 
rushed to the window and looked out onto the narrow 
alley that separated the houses. “Come on! Fresh fish!”

“Tchak!” Ping gave voice to her dilemma. “Can’t leave 
the baby!” She turned to Ai-Ming, and her eyes narrowed. 
“You take care of him,” she demanded of the sick girl. 
“You watch him, and don’t let him hurt himself, or you’ll 
be sorry.” 

Wei had climbed up on the bench to try to see out the 
window and was now wailing because he couldn’t hoist 
himself up further. Ping grabbed him and plunked him 
down on Ai-Ming’s cot. She thrust her face close to the 
little girl and hissed, “You listen, now!”

Ai-Ming said nothing. Wei immediately pushed him-
self off the cot, and Ping turned around just in time to see 
the boy tumbling to the floor. “Ai-Ming!” she cried, her 
voice sharp and loud. “You cannot just let him fall! No! 
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You must care for him!”
“Tie him,” Ai-Ming said weakly. “I can’t care for him.”
“Useless girl,” Ping muttered as she left the room. A 

moment later she returned with a long piece of fabric. She 
tied one end around Wei’s belly, fighting with the strong 
young boy the whole time. Then she firmly tied the other 
end around a leg of the cot.

Then, in spite of the youngster’s angry cries, she hur-
ried out the door. Wei immediately went to the end of his 
tether and toppled over at the restraint around his waist. 
He howled louder with all the breath his strong young 
lungs could muster.

“Come here,” Ai-Ming called. “Come to Sissy.” But her 
voice was too weak to penetrate the wall of noise that shut 
out any communication.

Ai-Ming dragged her weary little hands across her fore-
head and then cupped them over her ears.

Wei continued screaming in frustration. During one brief 
interval when he was gathering steam to howl again, Ai-
Ming heard the old man next door unleashing a stream of 
abuse on the youngster.

For another full five minutes the wailing continued 
unabated. The one time Ai-Ming had tried to sit up to 
climb off her cot, she almost fainted, so she sank back 
down wearily and kept her hands over her ears.

The hard-packed dirt floor of the house did not vibrate 
as wooden floors do, but Ai-Ming heard solid footsteps 
coming toward them. A dark cloud of fear fell on her, but 
to her great surprise and relief, her father entered the room.

“Ahh, stop that noise,” the strong man ordered, scoop-
ing up his son. “Shh, shh!” he half-scolded, half-crooned 
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to the angry, red-faced child.
“Ba-ba!” Wei babbled through his tears. He immedi-

ately began digging in his father’s shirt pocket, where he 
found the usual candy. He immediately popped the sticky 
unwrapped piece of candy into his mouth, and his sobs 
subsided. 

“Here, let me untie you,” Ba-ba said. As his strong fingers 
loosened the knots, he looked keenly at Ai-Ming. “Ahh, 
daughter, you are sick.”

Ai-Ming nodded weakly. She looked at her father’s face 
and instantly felt better. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’m glad 
you are home.”

“Where is Ping?” Hun-Low asked, glancing around the 
room.

“At the market. Fresh fish came in.”
“Ahh, yes. She must go.” Hun-Low placed his free hand 

gently on Ai-Ming’s forehead. “Your mother knows you 
are sick?”

Ai-Ming nodded.
“Did she give you pills?”
Ai-Ming nodded again.
Hun-Low carried the now quiet but sticky Wei into the 

other room. The quietness inside the house was a blessed 
relief for Ai-Ming, and she was delighted that her beloved 
father was home. His somewhat infrequent visits always 
brought great delight to Ai-Ming’s heart. He would bring 
presents for the children and a great amount of talk and 
stories and fun. Hun-Low was a happy man, and every-
one in his family and village loved him. 

Because Ai-Ming’s mother was a doctor and made more 
money than most of the villagers, Hun-Low was able to 
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buy a truck and start his own business. His family missed 
him when he was gone from home working for days or 
weeks at a time, but they were happy for the extra income 
it brought them. Ai-Ming’s mother told her that many men 
in their the village would love to have a truck and a busi-
ness like Hun-Low if they could. When Ai-Ming would 
miss her father so badly that she cried for him, her mother 
reminded her that many other men went off to find work 
at poor-paying factories in the cities, and their families did 
not see them for months or sometimes even years. “Our 
situation is much better than that,” she said. 

Ai-Ming lay on the bed and thought. The walls were 
thick mud brick, plastered on the inside and whitewashed. 
The house was next to the homes of the other doctors and 
nurses of the village. The houses were so close that you 
could hear your neighbors talking at the end of the day. 
They were lucky, everybody said, that each family could 
have their own home. Ai-Ming knew that they were lucky 
too, because they had enough to eat and never went hungry 
as some of her classmates did. She always had clothing to 
keep her warm when the harsh winter winds blew in over 
the vast open plains and blanketed the ground with frigid 
white snow.

There was a clatter in the next room, and Ai-Ming heard 
the housekeeper’s voice. “Ah, my nephew! You have hon-
ored your home with your presence.” Ping’s voice was softer 
when she talked to Ba-ba, her brother’s son.

“Yes, and I returned to find my son tied to the bedpost and 
my daughter sick,” Hun-Low said. He sounded annoyed.

“The fish,” Ping whined. “The fresh fish came to the 
market.” 
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“Stir up the fire,” Hun-Low said. “Ai-Ming needs nour-
ishment.” Then he yelled, “Wei! No!”

There was a clatter, and Wei began wailing again.
Her father himself brought the bowl of steaming noodle 

soup to Ai-Ming and fed her. As she sipped from the edge 
of the bowl, her father steadied her, and Ai-Ming felt almost 
glad for her sickness. Her favorite person, Ba-ba, was feed-
ing her for the very first time that she could remember. 
When she finished her soup, she lay back down. Hun-Low 
looked at her and then bent over and kissed her on the 
forehead. Like a cool breeze flowing over her feverish body, 
the sweet kiss sent delightful thrills over the young girl. 

“What is this?” 
Ai-Ming lifted her eyes to see her mother standing in 

front of them.
“I came home and found Ai-Ming sick,” Hun-Low said 

in an even tone.
Li-Yu looked at her husband and shrugged her shoul-

ders. “She is getting better.”
Wei came running into the room, with Ping trying to 

catch him. “Ma-ma!” he yelled, hurling himself at his 
mother.

Li-Yu bent over and smiled. She hugged the boy close 
and stroked his hair. 

Wei began beating against her legs and yelling, “Mu, mu!”
Both parents laughed at the agitated boy. “He wants 

candy,” Li-Yu said as she reached into her pocket and 
unwrapped a sweet.

Wei popped it into his mouth and his cheek bulged.
Just then, Chiang got home from school and joined the 

rest of the family in the sleeping room. She was the oldest 



7o n e  w o m a n ’s  q u e s t

child, two years older than Ai-Ming and often introspec-
tive, unlike her lively younger sister. She said little as her 
parents greeted her.

“You are doing well with the truck?” Li-Yu asked her 
husband.

“Staying busy,” Hun-Low replied. Li-Yu nodded happily. 
“Staying busy is good,” Li-Yu said. She smiled. She was 

so proud that she had been the means by which her hus-
band, born and raised as a village commoner, was now a 
man who owned a truck and a successful business.

She herself was a zhiqing, or one of the Rusticated Youth 
of China. She was the product of the reshuffling that the 
Chinese dictator Mao had orchestrated, in which thousands 
of young people who had been educated in urban centers 
were relocated—mostly by force—into rural areas. Li-Yu 
had come to the village as a medical doctor and married 
Hun-Low, a mere peasant.

True, Hun-Low was a handsome and desirable young 
man when he married the highly-educated Li-Yu, but his 
social status would have never risen, had he not married 
her. That was one thing Li-Yu was determined to never let 
him forget. When Hun-Low first met her, he had been mar-
ried, but he had divorced his first wife to marry the doctor. 

 “Honored doctor! Please help me!” The anguished cry 
of a woman’s voice swept down the alleyway.

Li-Yu sighed and turned toward the door.
The woman almost fell through the doorway. She was 

holding her stomach. “Oh, help me, doctor! I am so ill!”
Her words were proven by a sudden retching as the con-

tents of her stomach splashed out onto the hard-packed 
dirt floor.
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With a cry of horror, Hun-Low dashed out the door with 
Wei in his arms. Chiang left the room without a sound, 
and Li-Yu sent Ping scurrying for a bucket and water to 
clean up the mess.

The sick woman staggered over and lay down on a cot 
opposite Ai-Ming, moaning and groaning in agony.

Li-Yu walked to the cot and began to examine the woman. 
She ignored Ai-Ming, who clamped her small hand over 
her mouth to keep from retching as the stench filled the air. 

]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]

The loud speaker blared music into the school courtyard. 
Forty students, dressed in identical uniforms, lined up in 
five rows, eight abreast, facing the instructor.

Two steps forward, one to the right. Two steps backward, 
one to the left. Five repetitions, then a transition. With 
waving arms, keeping in step to the music, the students 
clapped their hands high above their heads, three times. 
Then, with arms akimbo, they bent forward to the count 
of two, and then stood up straight. Sideways, then back 
up. To the other side and back up again.

“Shiani!” the instructor’s voice boomed above the music, 
directed toward a boy in the back. Then the instructor bent 
over and switched off the boom box. 

“You are so out of step that you bring embarrassment to 
the entire class!” he screamed. “Come up here!” 

Ai-Ming watched as the guilty boy walked forward. She 
curled her toes inside her shoes. 

“Face the class!” 
Ai-Ming knew what was coming next. She stood up 
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straight and looked directly at the instructor.
“Shame!” The instructor’s voice came loud and clear. 
“Shame!” The students’ high-pitched voices swelled up 

into the cool fall air. “Shame! Shame! Shame!”
Even though Ai-Ming had shared Shiani’s embarrassing 

plight more than once, it was now her duty to join in the 
chorus as they heaped condemnation on him. It felt good 
to punish someone else, maybe because her own clumsi-
ness had often put her to shame at the front of the class.

Finally, Shiani was allowed to get back in line, and the 
instructor bent over and the music began again.

Ai-Ming tried hard to remember each step of the kung 
fu exercises so that today at least she would not be called 
up front and shamed. 

Ai-Ming was now seven, and school was hard for her. 
Every day was a constant struggle. She was supposed to 
memorize the lessons the teachers shouted out to the 
crowded classrooms. All the teachers dished out ridicule 
and scorn liberally, and Ai-Ming and her classmates lived 
in constant dread of the stick. The rules changed con-
stantly from classroom to classroom with no warning or 
explanation. 

This was brought sharply into focus one day during class 
when one of Ai-Ming’s classmates, Weng-Fu, raised his 
hand, seeking permission to use the outhouse facilities.

“No one is allowed to raise hands!” the teacher shouted 
at the bewildered boy. “I will not have it!” Then he contin-
ued with the history lesson, shouting out important dates 
from the long history of China.

Ai-Ming was dutifully shouting back the answers with 
the rest of the class, hoping the dates would somehow stick 
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in her less-than-absorbent brain, when she saw how Weng-
Fu was fidgeting in his seat. He really did need to go to 
the bathroom but was too scared to raise his hand again.

The inevitable happened then, and as the hapless boy’s 
trousers darkened, the teacher erupted in rage. He took 
up his stick and began beating Weng-Fu around the head, 
shoulders, and anywhere else his stick could reach. 

Weng-Fu tried to stifle his cries, but with every crack 
of the stick, his wails filled the classroom. Once more his 
classmates began shaming him: “Shame! Shame! Shame!” 

Ai-Ming was glad when school was over for the day and 
she could escape that harsh environment for the safer haven 
of her home. But as she grew older, even home was not very 
welcoming. Many times her mother brought patients to 
their home, even allowing them to stay in Ai-Ming’s bed. 

It was not because her mother was so compassionate that 
she brought patients into their home. Rather, it was part 
of the “system” in communist China. Because the govern-
ment demanded medical treatment for all people and yet 
paid doctors no more than any of the other state workers, 
unusual practices emerged. Friends of friends and other 
connections learned that they could gain access to better 
health care by plying the doctors with gifts of food and 
other favors. Li-Yu was constantly showered with milk, 
eggs, fresh vegetables, and even meat from the gardens 
and farms outside the village. Chicken, pork, and beef 
flowed in a steady stream into the favored kitchen of their 
family. For this largesse, Li-Yu gladly treated the patients 
who needed “special” attention, even allowing them to 
stay in her home.

Early on, parents of Chinese children plot the path for 
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their education, and Li-Yu had already decided that both 
of her daughters would follow in her footsteps and become 
doctors. But one day when Ai-Ming came home and found 
yet another sick person in her bed, she made a firm resolve. 
“I will not be a medical doctor,” Ai-Ming told herself. “I 
will work in an office instead.” The groans of the wounded 
and the sighs of the sick were enough to keep that resolve 
alive all during her elementary school years. 

]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]  ]

“It came right around the corner and began growing larger 
and larger!” Ping lowered her voice and swayed back and 
forth. “My friend told me she could not move. She said 
she wanted to scream, but she had no voice.”

Ai-Ming wanted to scream, but she was too scared. She 
tried huddling closer to Chiang to find some comfort from 
her older sister, but she felt Chiang tremble too.

“So it kept coming closer and closer,” Ping continued. 
“Then my friend told me she passed out.”

Their housekeeper moaned slightly as she held the two 
girls captive with her story. It was dark in the house. Wei 
was already sleeping, their mother was out attending to 
some sick person, and their father was away with his truck.

Ping continued, “When she woke up, she felt something 
sticky on her hand, and when she looked, she saw it was 
blood!” Ping moaned again.

Ai-Ming screamed and burrowed her head under the 
blanket.

“Tell us more,” Chiang said bravely.
The old woman talked about spirits roaming the streets 
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at night, attacking people and making dogs go mad. She 
told the girls about the horrors of death and what awaited 
people who did not worship their ancestors.

“That is why your father lights the candles in the altar,” 
Ping told them.

Ai-Ming remembered seeing her father, very occasion-
ally, light the tapers in a niche on a wall in the main room.

“If you don’t honor the dead, they will come back and 
make life miserable for you.” Ping shook her head and 
groaned. “You might be out in the field and break your 
leg. Or the sickness might come!”

Sitting bolt upright, Ai-Ming asked, “Like Hai-Lun?”
“Yes,” Ping said quickly and rubbed her hand over her 

own arm in the dim light of the single bulb suspended 
from the ceiling. “Just like Hai-Lun.”

In her mind, Ai-Ming pictured the middle-aged man, 
his brown skin mottled with large white spots that had 
lost their pigment. 

The children in their village ran to the opposite side of 
the road whenever they saw the unfortunate man. They 
always turned their heads and scurried away from him to 
keep the skin disease from leaping onto their own bodies. 
Ai-Ming shivered in horror at the thought of ever having 
to suffer by having the spirits wreak havoc on her own 
body with such a horrible disease.

“Ba-ba should light the candles more often,” Ai-Ming 
decided. “Shouldn’t he?” she asked Chiang.

Chiang just turned and looked at her younger sister but 
said nothing. Then she turned away and her dark eyes 
stared straight ahead at nothing.

Ping took advantage of the moment. “You two are just 
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girls. You must mind the ancient spirits so that you can 
marry well. You must find favor among the men.”

“I’m the middle child,” Ai-Ming said impulsively, “and 
I’m not wanted.”

Ping tossed her head. “All girls are not wanted.” She 
looked at the sleeping Wei and with as much warmth as 
Ai-Ming had ever heard from the old woman, she said, 
“But we have Wei.”

“But we have Wei,” Ai-Ming said, mocking the old wom-
an’s voice.

Ping might have been old, but she moved swiftly and 
slapped Ai-Ming in the face. “Don’t ever talk like that! The 
spirits will hear you! You must not mock your brother!”

Ai-Ming felt all hot around her neck. “I am of no use!” 
she half cried as she jumped off the bed. “The middle child 
is of no use.”

Ping sniffed and rolled her eyes. “You are of no use,” she 
agreed. “We will hope for your parents’ sakes that some 
man might want you.”

“What of Chiang?” Ai-Ming said defiantly. “She is a girl.” 
“The first-born,” Ping agreed. “It would have been better 

if Chiang had been a boy, but it was not too much of a 
disappointment for your parents to bear. Then, when you 
were born, everyone was ready to rejoice at the birth of a 
son to this house, but—” Ping raised her voice in horror—
“you were a girl! Oh, the sadness! Your mother turned her 
face to the wall, and your father left the house. There was 
no celebration.”

Ai-Ming had heard the story before, but she got defen-
sive again. “You are a woman! Ma-ma is a woman! The 
world needs women!”
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Ping reached out to slap the girl again, but this time Ai-
Ming was too quick. She darted across the room, out of 
the old woman’s reach.

“The spirits will get you,” Ping hissed. “You are a disre-
spectful, willful girl.” Then her face softened as she con-
tinued, “Then the third child was born, and he was a boy. 
Oh, the celebration! There was food and music and great 
joy in this house!”

Ai-Ming slipped back onto the hard bed and lay on the 
far side of Chiang. She hoped Ping would forget her imper-
tinence and not strike her again.

The sounds of the village settling in for the night came 
in through the open window. Ai-Ming sighed. The famil-
iar feeling of being useless and unwanted washed over her. 
Why was I even born? Is there any reason for a middle child, 
a girl at that, to be on this earth?

As if to eliminate any doubt as to the reason for Ai-
Ming’s existence, Ping reached over Chiang and pinched 
Ai-Ming’s cheek. 

Ai-Ming cried out and turned over on her face. Ping 
laughed at her own craftiness and mumbled into the dark. 
Chiang held very still.
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