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  Visiting the Temple of Accumulated Fragrance


  
    

  


  
    I didn’t know where the temple was,

  


  
    pushing mile on mile among cloudy peaks;
  


  
    

  


  
    old trees, peopleless paths,

  


  
    deep mountains, somewhere a bell.

  


  
    

  


  
    Brook voices choke over craggy boulders,
  


  
    sun rays turn cold in the green pines.

  


  
    

  


  
    At dusk by the bend of a deserted pond,
  


  
    a monk in meditation, taming poison dragons.*

  


  
    

  


  
    Wang Wei

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    * The poison dragons are passions and illusions that impede enlightenment. They also recall the tale of a poison dragon that lived in a lake and killed passing merchants until it was subdued by a certain Prince P’an-t’o through the use of spells. The dragon changed into a man and apologised for its evil ways.
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    ‘. . . No wise hermit, that recluse with shaking hands,

  


  
    somehow sounding a ghost-white lute.

  


  
    

  


  
    When he blinks, peers round, no one notices:

  


  
    just the wind rustling twigs and memories . . .’

  


  



  Western China. Spring, 1196.


  Daughter-in-law chides me mercilessly.


  ‘Honoured Father,’ she says. ‘Why do you not wear the flannel shirt I sewed for you? Did I blunt my best needle so you wouldn’t wear it, heh?’


  She betrays her lack of breeding through this casual


  ‘heh’, and I wonder if I chose a proper wife for my son.


  ‘Your tender concern is a mark of true duty,’ I reply.


  ‘But Daughter-in-law’s best needle rests against her teeth.’


  Such ripostes keep her quiet for a while. She’s working out my meaning.



  ‘Honoured Father, you do not eat enough millet for breakfast. You will catch cold. And your bowels will suffer.


  Do not blame me when you run like Babbling Brook!’


  ‘Give me the millet, woman. Don’t you know it is my nature to babble like a stream?’


  Eldest Son coughs. He has inherited my straight back and tallness but little else. Where my face is restless and given to many moods, his is round and bland as a full moon. He sometimes furrows his brow slightly when perturbed. Today is no exception.


  ‘Be still, wife,’ he warns, and for once she subsides.


  We listen to the gibbons crying in the woods above Wei Village.


  ‘Father, will you fish today?’ he asks.


  I cannot help myself.


  ‘I’ve been a fisherman all my life, whether I go to Babbling Brook or not. Do you remember when I taught you The Fisherman’s Song? You were just a boy.’


  He clears his throat. He remembers. In ways I might not like.


  ‘What news in the letter you received, Honoured Father?’


  demands Daughter-in-law. ‘You promised to tell us.’


  ‘Ah,’ I say. ‘That letter is like blossom. Who knows when it will bear fruit?’


  While I scoop millet with my chopsticks I sense frustrated glances. One can be too distant.


  ‘It is from my old friend, P’ei Ti. He promises to visit us soon.’


  ‘Quite so,’ says my son anxiously, weighing what is expected of him from such a guest.


  Daughter-in-law flutters. She hates to be caught out, so I help her.



  ‘You must set aside wine. No more is needed for old men. We like to drink and feed on our memories.’


  ‘Just wine, heh? Is this P’ei Ti noble?’


  ‘Of course!’ rebukes my son. ‘Have you not heard Father speak of him? His Excellency P’ei Ti is the Second Chancellor to the Son of Heaven. He has the ear of His Imperial Majesty!’


  ‘Just wine,’ I say, gently. ‘The rest will take care of itself.’


  In my heart I am less sure; and secretly ashamed of our simple life here, though I bear the title ‘Lord’. So does every cock on its fence. It is no small obligation to greet a man like P’ei Ti at your door.


  Our home, known locally as Three-Step-House, perches on the contours of a hill above the village. It consists of three large buildings, all of one storey, connected by brick-lined stairs cut into the hillside. The lowest building is fronted by a walled courtyard and gatehouse. The rooms are constructed of maple and pine, with red tile roofs.


  Terracotta lions, dragons and phoenixes decorate the eaves like guardian spirits. As a small boy I believed they came to life when I was asleep, hopping from ridge to ridge, conversing in the language of the Eight Winds.


  For the next week Three-Step-House is invaded by an army of scents, marshalled by Daughter-in-law. She is preparing lucky sauces for the visit. Aniseed bears the scent of dignity; limes are tart as watchful marriage brokers, and as powerful. Daughter-in-law’s angular face grows flushed as she works, determined not to be shamed.


  The maid and a girl from the village are her assistants.


  Lame Fui, the wine-seller, delivers a dozen jars which I insist on testing for worthiness. That night I take down my lute and sing half the Book Of Songs before my son leads me to bed. He does not comprehend I am singing to the sickle moon, and that she doesn’t care if I’m in tune. I might even labour my point in rhyme. Yet I sleep well for once, ghosts banished, and dream of nothing at all.



  Waking brings a conviction that P’ei Ti will arrive today, and I tell Eldest Son. He nods gravely, then excuses himself to instruct the servants. Later he takes out his small bow and shoots fowl in the reeds around the river.


  Daughter-in-law anxiously watches the road climbing through Wei Village. She dresses with special care, her hair piled a foot high, held in place with combs shaped like peonies and swallows.


  Even my grandsons are infected by the fever. I inflame them further by relating stories of P’ei Ti’s illustriousness, and my less glorious deeds when we were young. I teach them an old song:


  Yoking my chariot I’m merciless to the horse.


  Ride like a prince through the streets of Lo.


  In Lo Town everything pleases me!


  High and low mingle like thieves.


  The widest streets need lanes to join them.


  How noble the houses of the royal counts!


  A long feast keeps us young and thoughtless, Casting no shadows for sorrow to haunt.


  The children sing it over and over in high, excited voices. Eldest Son only dares to rebuke them when he thinks I cannot hear.


  *



  Later, my eye strays to the three bronze-bound chests I brought here when I returned in disgrace. Decades have darkened the wood. The varnish has cracked like lines on a face. I unwrap a bundle from my long, maple-wood chest and, with unsteady hands, take out my old sword.



  Its vermilion tassels have faded. It is too heavy for me to twirl as I once did. Gripping the hilt fills me with repug-nance and a strange excitement, so I put it away, afraid of what I have become. When I look up my quiet son is watching from the doorway. I brush away tears and pretend to have rheumy eyes.


  ‘Father,’ he says, softly. ‘Why not test another of Lame Fui’s jars before we eat?’


  A good son. I reward his thoughtfulness by reciting some of my poems. He stifles yawns behind a dragging sleeve.


  A delegation approaches the gatehouse, holding their caps and muttering. I have watched them climb from the village through the morning mist, arguing all the way.


  Disagreeable visitors, I’m certain.


  I descend reluctantly to the Middle House, sending a servant to fetch my second-best gown. I even run a comb through my thin grey hair and wispy beard. Once robed, I await the delegation, as Father received plaintiffs in his ebony chair. A tedious time. First they must get past Eldest Son, who I hear questioning them in the courtyard below.


  At last they are led before me.


  All bow, as is fitting. I nod agreeably and clap for tea.


  The maids bustle away. This mark of condescension setsmy visitors at ease. There is Guan the innkeeper, Li Sha who has done well for himself and leases three farms from me, Chiao Sung the blacksmith. All good men in their way. They stand uncertainly until Old Wudi, my bailiff and village headman, clears his throat. Wudi is short and round; people often remark on his resemblance to the Fat-belly Buddha.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai,’ he begins. ‘We hesitate to interrupt your meditations. We would seek your advice, sir.’


  I nod sagely.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai,’ continues Wudi. ‘May we know if you have heard the rumours from the east?’


  Li Sha interjects excitedly.


  ‘Rebellion and civil war! It is said General An-Shu has raised an army of fifty thousand!’


  Wudi calms him with a gesture. They wait impatiently for my reply.


  ‘I have heard no talk of revolt,’ I say. ‘On what authority do you spread these rumours?’


  ‘Li Sha was at Crossroad Market yesterday,’ says Wudi, in his cautious way. ‘He counted over a hundred people who had fled Chunming, camping by the roadside. They told him General An-Shu had fought a battle at Yunchow Ford and filled the dyke with His Imperial Highness’s men. They said Chunming has fallen to the rebels. Those who refuse to kowtow to An-Shu are hung by their ankles from the city gates.’


  This is grave news indeed. Chunming is only a hundred li from Wei. It also lies on P’ei Ti’s route from the capital.


  I dare not imagine the consequences if he has been captured.


  ‘An-Shu?’ I say, flustered. ‘Can we be sure?’


  Wudi and Li Sha exchange a look. I sense irritation.



  ‘Others have confirmed it,’ says Wudi.


  The tea arrives and conversation must cease. They sip from steaming bowls where they stand. At last the maid gathers empty bowls on a black lacquer tray and we begin again. The pause has given me time to compose myself.


  ‘If General An-Shu has been victorious he will march on the capital,’ I say. ‘His best chance of success lies in speed.


  With each week that passes, His Imperial Highness will gather more troops from the frontier and prepare a counter-attack. However, if General An-Shu is defeated in battle or threatened by superior forces, he may flee back towards the mountains. Even then it is not certain he would choose to retreat through our district. We must await events.’


  ‘What of the bandits higher up the valley?’ replies Li Sha. ‘A dozen deserters have joined them, demanding grain and wine from the shepherds, who have barely enough for themselves!’


  ‘We must be calm,’ I say. ‘We have dealt with brigands before.’


  ‘Lord Yun Cai will remember,’ says Wudi, tactfully.


  ‘That troops from Chunming chased off the last band of brigands. Yet all His Imperial Majesty’s forces are either dead or have gone over to General An-Shu.’


  ‘What are we to do?’ demands Li Sha.


  I am beginning to dislike the fellow, but that is unreasonable. Has he laboured twelve hours a day, all his life, only to be ruined by jackals? I feel helpless. All I can think about is P’ei Ti.


  ‘I must consider,’ I say. ‘I will summon you when I have decided a course of action.’


  The men mutter until my coldest stare reminds them of their place.



  When they have gone I sit alone in the long, silent room. Rebellions are frequent in the Empire, yet this one is the closest to our remote district in over seventy years.


  It is my duty to ensure the villagers come to no harm: I am their Father, and must preserve even the most humble.


  My own father’s chair creaks as I stir. He would have known what to do. Perhaps I should invite the neighbouring lords to a banquet and suggest we raise a militia.


  But for over thirty years I have kept myself a stranger from my neighbours, who I find uncouth. For their part, they are mindful I live here in banishment, and avoid my bad odour.


  Another fear gnaws. The last I heard, several years ago it is true, Youngest Son was rumoured to be serving in the army of General An-Shu. But of him I never think.


  I sip cold tea and do nothing. Easier to feel weak and ashamed than stir. Finches quarrel in the eaves of the house. Shadows are gathering in the corners of the room.


  Sunset brings rain. This is a wet region. At dawn and dusk, cloud rims glow between mountain peaks with an eerie light.


  I listen to the rain as though to a great truth. It plays the earth like a festival of instruments. Drum tap on roof tiles, drip drip from twig and eave, click of tiny stick or hollow brass finger-cymbal. Day and night the river in the valley sings.


  I step outside, look to the moon for comfort. How lonely she looks! Perhaps I detect my own sadness.


  Far to the east, in the capital, Linan, the moon lookeddifferent when I was young. Cleaner, brighter, as I wandered the city thinking of Su Lin and her jade beauty, of the glorious man I would become. Surely I misremember.


  The moon looks the same everywhere, then and now.


  I sigh, a little ashamed of my drunkenness when P’ei Ti might arrive at any time, possibly pursued by enemies. Yet only a little ashamed. Why should an old man be drier than racing clouds?


  We have a visitor to Wei Village, and it is not P’ei Ti.


  He appears at our gate around noon and sits beneath the old maple, glaring at the rain, protected by a leaky umbrella. As usual I have my chair carried out. A crowd of peasants and children gawp from a distance. Truly he is worth a stare.


  Thousand- li-drunk is around my age but there similarities end. His face is round as a roaring lion’s, tufted with huge black eyebrows and a general’s bushy beard, filthy and be-draggled. The reek of wine seeps from all pores.


  He seems stupefied all day long, until you catch a red, sly gleam in his drunkard’s eyes. No one knows his real name because he has never uttered it.


  He has come early this year. Usually he passes – or rolls– through Wei Valley in the fifth month, carrying a bamboo basket with a rattling lid. He first appeared at Three-Step-House around the time I returned here from the capital, decades ago, shortly after my hasty marriage and Father’s death.


  Thousand- li-drunk’s arrival provokes an uneasy holiday in the village. Within minutes a hundred people are following, whispering and pointing when they think he can’t see. The village children are delighted and terrifiedby our visitor. They call him Thousand- li-drunk because it is said he has traversed the entire world seven times like an Immortal. Others claim he was once a high official in the capital and learned every secret. That is why he has taken to the roads, through pure disgust. Others say he should be whipped out of the village as a worthless beggar. Daughter-in-law is among them, though I point out all men possess a little good.


  Thousand- li-drunk has many peculiarities and secrets.


  He refuses to eat any kind of grain. Instead his bamboo basket holds centipedes, spiders, and field crickets. These he impales on a cedar thorn, stripping away wings, legs, feelers, and stings, with every sign of relish. Finally he dunks them in cups of wine and swallows them whole, crunching and muttering. I once enquired about his diet and he replied that he prefers spiders because they make him feel like a high official. Crickets taste like peasants, except insects are fatter.


  This year he seems out of sorts. After babbling that mountains are bones and eternity their flesh, he turns to me with a grave frown.


  ‘I left Chunming as quick as I could. Hah! Soldiers on every street corner. Angry lice and stinging wasps. Hah! Is it not true that a certain Second Chancellor is on his way to visit you? So great a man for such a humble ant-hill!’


  I am astounded, then realise he must have passed P’ei Ti’s litter and escort on the road to Chunming. The man rocks on his heels, but refuses to answer my eager questions concerning P’ei Ti’s safety.


  ‘A fine lady remembers Yun Cai the poet,’ he says, slyly.


  ‘But Lord Yun Cai is so tall and handsome a gentleman!


  How could any lady forget him?’


  *



  Then he breaks into a song popular thirty years ago, one of my own. The way he sings is indescribable, beating out the time on his basket, more raving than music.



  Avoid the reach of sharp swords, Stay clear of tempting glances,


  A sword stroke will cripple your arm, A weak wheel breaks after ten yards, One night of joy will scar your soul.


  I become agitated and demand what he means. I have a strange thought he has been spying on me. Thousand- li-drunk roars with laughter, drains his cup, and swaggers away, as though he has merely passed wind at my gate.


  Next year I might not be so welcoming. Having considered the matter, I believe he must have recalled my song from his youth, and poured it out. Words are how he retches. As for his reference to a lady, who is to say he was not referring to the moon? I must maintain composure.


  I have convinced myself P’ei Ti will arrive today or not at all. Perhaps he caught wind of the rebellion in good time and fled back to the capital. Part of me longs to shelter him, whatever the danger. We might hide in some obscure monastery like hermits, drinking and talking of the old days until the storm passes.


  I decide to walk to the lowest pasture of our winding valley. There the Western Highway passes, and I would be sure to meet him.


  Daughter-in-law labours to persuade me I must travel inthe family litter. I reply that an old man has earned his eccentricities. Besides, my legs, though unattractive and knobbly, are stronger than a frog’s. Her concern has little to do with my health. She would consider it a great dishonour if I met our noble guest on foot, like a peasant.


  How little she understands men of our kind. It is true P’ei Ti always cared for display more than I, though that is another matter.


  I finally agree to be escorted by my grandsons. We proceed through the village and people leave their houses to make obeisance. There are a hundred families and as many wooden houses in Wei Village, a few roofed with red tiles, most thatched with reeds. The lanes and streets are muddy at this time of year; they smell of dung, damp straw and chicken-droppings.


  I instruct my grandsons to offer a present of rice to a widow. She lines up her children with their foreheads pressed to the wet ground, though I urge her to rise. Wudi rushes out of his courtyard as I pass and begs to accompany me. A refusal would humiliate him. He suggests I take a cup of wine so that his wife has time to prepare a basket of food.


  ‘You are kind,’ I say. ‘But I am impatient to meet my friend. Why not send your sons after us when the basket is prepared?’


  So my quiet walk turns into a procession. There’s no help for it. One cannot clap with one hand. I lead, and my followers come a few yards behind, talking softly among themselves.


  We pass hillsides lined with spruce and maple, dense thickets of fern. This early in the year, spring is more a promise than delight. Two troops of monkeys squabblefor possession of a plum grove and we laugh at their antics. When I look back, the village is framed by mountains and peaks capped with white cloud. I gaze for a while, leaning on my stick.


  Wudi’s sons run up with laden baskets, panting like horses. A wry smile takes shape in my soul. I wouldn’t be ashamed to meet P’ei Ti now, with grandsons and loyal servants around me. He might see I have not entirely frittered my early promise. Still I fear he might find me ridiculous, attended by bumpkins.


  Disagreeable thoughts.


  We reach the lowest pasture, the border of my land.


  Here, beside the High Road, the river forms a small lake called Mallow Flower Marsh. Wudi and his sons gather sticks for a fire to boil water and heat wine, using my excursion as a holiday. Grandsons play wrestling games and for a while I am forgotten.


  I follow the lake’s rim through a path lined with reeds.


  The earth smells of rotting things. Ripples flow toward the shore, stirring lily pads where insects flit. Turning a corner, I halt. And stare.


  Deserters. Such they plainly are. Three dog-thin men crouching in a hollow by the lake, leather armour caked with mud, uniforms like tattered flags.


  For a surprised moment we consider each other. My heart races. Desperate men, their hides not worth a grain of millet if caught. Hands reach for swords. Their hollow eyes strip me bare – the purse on my girdle, silk gown and boots – I might feed them for a month.


  The reeds murmur and sigh in the wind. One of the deserters steps toward me, looking round nervously.


  Another follows. Then the third.


  ‘Hey!’ he calls. ‘Old man!’



  I back away.


  ‘Don’t make trouble, if you know what’s good for you!’


  A small stream surrounded by black, peaty earth lies between us. It might delay them for a moment, no more.


  ‘I am not alone,’ I call out. ‘My friends are near.’


  At this they pause, listen. I take two steps back. The leader curses, then rushes forward, his feet sinking in the bog. I wheel and stumble up the path. Hopeless flight! They are a third my age. I gain ten paces before they appear on the path behind me. Now they have sure footing and reach out their hands as they run. They do not even bother to draw their weapons. And that is what saves me.


  For round a bend in the path I collide with Wudi and his sons. They clutch me as I slip in the mire, crying out fearfully. We fall silent. The deserters have stopped in confusion, a few paces away. They are outnumbered, and by burly, well-fed men. For a long moment both sides weigh their chances. It is fortunate Wudi’s sons brought their staves; and the path is narrow, a bad place for swords.


  The leader drags back one of his companions and runs for it. The other joins their flight. For a while we see reed heads waving, hear frantic crashing. They are gone. The lakeside resumes its calm.


  All afternoon I wait anxiously for P’ei Ti, but the Western Highway remains empty. Not a single traveller passes, which is unusual even in the coldest weeks of winter. We see nothing more of the deserters. The way from Chunming is blocked. No one may reach through.


  It is as though P’ei Ti has been swallowed whole. I withdraw to my room and read sheaves of poems wecomposed together during a hundred drinking parties, jousting with brush and ink. In this, at least, I was always victor. His faded calligraphy summons the man himself, the older brother I never had.


  I read the letter announcing his visit to Wei until I know it by heart. There is no indication of his chosen route, except that he meant to travel through Chunming. That is bad enough. Worse are rumours of more fighting, a reverse for General An-Shu, who has retreated to Chunming so he may gather his forces.


  I try to recall what I know of this General An-Shu. By repute, he is not a man for tepid measures. In Hunan Province he earned the title ‘Butcher’ An-Shu. Certainly, burying a thousand rebels alive might be viewed as an excessive punishment. And now, for all his previous zeal in the Emperor’s cause, he has turned traitor. His soldiers are said to be the most disciplined in the army; such discipline stems from harsh inducements.


  Where P’ei Ti might hide in such disorder, I dare not think. One thing is certain: the Son of Heaven’s Second Chancellor would make a plump prize for General An-Shu, for he is familiar with His Majesty’s most intimate affairs – and weaknesses. A shrewd rebel might make much of such knowledge.


  Eldest Son comes to my room. He looks graver than usual, an achievement for him.


  ‘Father, I have just returned from the village,’ he says.


  ‘Horsemen rode through this afternoon on the way to Hsia Pass. They looked like messengers.’


  ‘Did they stop?’



  ‘No, they rode in haste.’


  ‘That is a pity. Did they wear the colours of General An-Shu?’


  At that name, my son hesitates. His round face crinkles into an anxious frown. I know he wishes to mention Youngest Son. Inseparable as boys, he could never be angry with Little Brother, even after his disgrace. Now the troubled times offer a chance to relent. I could bend like the willows outside, but I have made my wishes plain.


  ‘These are bad days,’ I say.


  He looks at me resentfully.


  ‘What should we do?’ he asks. ‘Sit and wait like fattening pigs? More and more deserters have joined the bandits higher up the valley.’


  ‘What would you have us do?’


  ‘I do not know, Father,’ he says. ‘The whole family is afraid. My wife, the maids. . . They say soldiers looted Fouchow Village and dishonoured the headman’s daughters. That is only thirty li away.’


  Wudi won’t like that last piece of news. Everyone with a position hopes it will protect them.


  ‘A mountain lies between us and Fouchow,’ I reply.


  He nods and leaves. I am left helpless. It is no pleasant thing to disappoint your son. What does he expect of me?


  Am I some prince with an army to defend Wei Valley? It is written that the First Emperor buried a hundred thousand clay warriors in his tomb to fight again in the Immortal Land. I possess a few dozen earthenware storage jars to preserve us.


  


  *


  
    

  


  
    I rise at cockcrow, tired of itchy blankets. The servants are confused to see me about the kitchens so early. They bow and call out, ‘Long live the lord!’

  


  ‘Lord Yun Cai will protect us always!’ declares the cook, no doubt intending to flatter. Perhaps he means to mock. By the look of him, half the food intended for my family reaches his belly.


  His comment reveals the servants’ fear. Rumours of Fouchow Village obsess them. Two hundred years ago, Wei itself was burnt by rebels and people round here forget nothing. One may still see the blackened foundation stones supporting many houses in the village.


  ‘Continue as usual,’ I say. ‘All will be well.’


  ‘What of Fouchow, Lord!’ a few cry.


  ‘A swarm of mosquitoes can sound like thunder,’ I reply.


  This old proverb seems to reassure them. Nervous smiles cross many faces. Now they have brave words to trade among themselves, courtesy of authority. I turn to find my son watching, his mother’s look of approval on his face. But then, she is another of whom I do not think.


  I withdraw to my room and find my youngest grandson, Little Sparrow, weeping in the corridor. For a moment I recall another child, her vanished tears, jade drops of sadness. At first Little Sparrow will not explain his upset, then the words rush out: ‘Middle Brother won’t give me my wooden ball back! He says it’s his because I lost it!’


  Here is the philosophy of General An-Shu. I lay my hand on his head.


  ‘You’ll get your ball back,’ I say. ‘Now go and play.’


  He dries his eyes and scampers away, passing from griefto elation in a moment. Not so my own feelings as I sit in my room, listening to the wind outside.


  Headman Wudi arrives and we share a flask. This is a great condescension on my part.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai,’ he says, laying his hands across his Buddha’s pot-belly. ‘I beg to report knowledge you already possess.’


  Meaning he knows something I don’t.


  ‘You are anxious concerning a high official, called P’ei Ti?’ he asks, cautiously.


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘My wife’s uncle is a fishmonger in Chunming,’ he says.


  ‘He has fled the town because of General An-Shu’s rebellion. It seems the rebels expect their trout for free. He heard a rumour that a great official, called P’ei Ti, has been captured.’


  I cry out, cannot stifle it. He waits silently.


  ‘Is this true?’ I ask, at last.


  ‘It’s what I heard.’


  I lower my head. I know my faithful, honest P’ei Ti too well to doubt his loyalty to the Son of Heaven, and the reward he must reap for it.


  Wudi hesitates.


  ‘Are you angry with me, Lord?’


  ‘No, no. . . You see, P’ei Ti meant to visit me. I am his host. And he is my dearest friend.’


  He is uncomfortable at such frankness. From me, at least.


  When he has gone I weep unashamedly. Only a brutewould not understand my tears. It is hard for old men to cry, though they have more reason than the young.


  All day I stare blankly at the wall. Eldest Son and Daughter- in-law flutter round me like helpless moths, attracted not to a lamp, but to my darkness. They have heard Wudi’s news. Their anxiety is for themselves more than P’ei Ti, who is just a name to them. What if he tells General An-Shu of his destination in the hills? What if the General suspects our family of loyalty to the Emperor?


  What if he decides to make an example of us?


  These fears trouble me, too. Mostly I try to convince myself P’ei Ti is still alive, a prisoner or honoured hostage.


  That he has escaped or persuaded General An-Shu to send him back to the capital with a message for His Majesty.


  Anything except the executioner’s silken cord. His body flung into a ditch beneath the ramparts of dismal Chunming.


  Fresh rumours have reached the village. The General is conscripting all men under forty for his depleted army.


  Any day now I expect soldiers and officials to arrive in Wei, seizing conscripts and animals, anything of value which might aid his cause. But the road stays empty. Our valley is remote, after all, and poor. Many of the peasants have barely enough, even during fat years. Such objections mean nothing to great men like the General or his advisers. To them we are merely ink on a map, and our feelings are stones to be trodden into the mud. We are simplified.


  Either useful or not useful. Our best hope is that the General decides to march south again soon, that way we might be left in peace.


  Always the shadowy figure of Youngest Son haunts me,strutting among General An-Shu’s regiments, perhaps thinking of us. I dare not assume his thoughts are fond.


  In the hour before dusk I sit in the garden beside the highest building of Three-Step-House. My grandsons chase round ornamental rocks in the fading light, casting words and a wooden ball between them. Little Sparrow flashes me a grateful look. For a moment the vastness of the mountains reassure me, root my strength. If only I possessed the courage to act! Send a servant to Chunming, gather definite news of P’ei Ti’s fate. Instead I sit with lowered head and watch the sun inch behind the peaks.


  That night I dream of days when I was strong and never doubted my ability to endure, as young pines mock the fiercest winds of winter. Then the dream shifts. I see my wife’s plump, reproachful face, and that of our daughter, Little Peony, and I wake to sorrow. Yet thoughts of hungry ghosts have given me an idea.


  Sometimes what is obvious eludes us, whether through ignorance or neglect of truth. At last I see a way. A way which should have occurred to me earlier. It might even help P’ei Ti, if he still lives and is susceptible to good fortune.


  I begin by summoning a geomancer to confirm that the day is propitious. He listens to my plan carefully, nodding approval when I voice my fears concerning unlucky orientations.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai must proceed from west to east, not the other way around,’ he concludes. ‘Otherwise the spirits lack a means of escape and their fear may turn into anger.’


  Wise notions I ponder for some time. I am determined to be more like Father, paying attention to every detail.



  I send letters sealed five times with yellow wax to monasteries situated in a neighbouring valley; one Daoist, the other dedicated to the service of the Buddha. Letters written beneath a cloud of incense, in case demons peer over my shoulder. A small risk, given that I have warned the gate gods against intruders by whispering in their ears.


  I tell Eldest Son nothing of my plans. Surprise is worth an army of sorcerers in such a battle.


  On the appointed day three travellers converge on Three-Step-House, each well-known to me.


  Xia-Dong is a monk of thirty years standing, his organs unsullied by meat or fish of any kind, save for a fly he once swallowed accidentally. The other, Devout Lakshi, is blessed with innumerable secrets of the Dao.


  Nevertheless, Xia-Dong’s companion astonishes me.


  None other than Thousand- li-drunk!


  The learned monk informs me that, contrary to his usual custom, Thousand- li-drunk has spent the weeks since his visit to Wei in the monastery, from where he wanders as far as Chunming. This is a puzzle, yet in all other respects he stays true to his nature: still drunk, still dining on insects, and still unwilling to proceed further into my house than the gate. Xia-Dong assures me that his presence can only be beneficial.


  ‘Madmen are often the incarnations of Immortals,’ he advises.


  Thousand- li-drunk watches my movements through bloodshot, cunning eyes, occasionally calling out strange riddles.


  At dawn the next day I summon Eldest Son, HeadmanWudi, and the rest of the household. For a moment I feel like Father, stern in his chair, quelling their murmurs with a fierce stare.


  ‘These are bad times,’ I announce. ‘There is war in Chunming, and evil deeds blow across the valley like black seeds. I have decided that we must avert disaster.’


  Eldest Son exchanges a glance with Daughter-in-law.


  For once I fear no reproach. I feel utter certitude.


  Ceremoniously, like a general before the fight, I unroll a scroll prepared with the assistance of Xia-Dong and Lakshi. It sets out the position of my forces.


  I read in a bold voice, so that any unseen listeners are aware of my resolve. For a moment there is a stunned silence in the room. They are unused to decisiveness on my part. Then Headman Wudi calls out: ‘Long live our wise father, Lord Yun Cai!’, and prostrates himself. All follow his lead. Some of the women sob with relief.


  ‘Everything is prepared,’ I say. ‘Wudi, gather the village on pain of my displeasure, young and old, man and woman. The sick or menstruating must stay behind locked doors. See it is done within the hour!’


  He bows his way out and rushes down the hill.


  We use the hour wisely, proceeding to the ancestral shrine Father built in a grove above Three-Step-House.


  There I release white doves from a bamboo cage. The clattering of their wings echoes round the pine trees. Eldest Son can barely disguise his pride. My heart is glad.


  When we reach the gatehouse, hundreds of the peasants await us. They roar with one voice as I arrive. In obedience to my instructions, many bear iron pots and gongs, clay drums and musical instruments. Others carry branches of willow, peach or artemisia, which they wavelike swords. Eldest Son and my grandsons are armed with squares of paper bearing potent characters and spells.


  We proceed on the route I have chosen. The uproar is continual. First we drive the demons and ghosts to the west of the valley, blocking their return with spells speared on twigs. The wind rises as if in approval, blowing invisible spirits before us like whirling leaves. And so through the cardinal points of north and south. At each I build a wall of sacrifice, burning incense on a brazier and pouring out sacred earth from the ancestral shrine. In the south, where Two-Face-Crag rises, Xia-Dong ladles out a jar of water while Devout Lakshi chants, transfixing sheep lungs on a stake.


  I lead the procession to the village well. Here the Goddess of Wei Valley may often be glimpsed, smiling up at the villagers, especially on moon-lit nights.


  By now wine flows through the crowd and jubilation is general. We march east, our final cardinal point. A frenzy of noise makes the valley echo. Peasants beat the air with branches, flattening bushes beside the road where stubborn demons lurk.


  At last we reach the bend where the valley narrows between pine-clad hillsides. Monkeys scream and swing through the trees, alarmed by our approach. Meanwhile the remainder of our spells are fixed with iron nails onto the trees, effectively closing the gates on the hostile spirits who flee before us. Xia-Dong sets fire to branches of artemisia, thus satisfying the fifth element. It is done. Our valley purified. Finally, we spit prodigiously, for demons hate to be spat at.


  In the strange way of crowds, we fall silent. People look around nervously. Mothers reach out for their children. Adrumming of hooves approaches from the east. Cries of men in battle. I have heard that noise before, such wild shouts, long ago when I was young. Dread fills me.


  ‘Wudi!’ I bellow. ‘Order the people into the trees!


  Quickly, to the trees!’


  He hesitates for breath only.


  ‘Follow Lord Yun Cai! To the trees! Leave the road! To the trees!’


  Panic flutters through the crowd. We become a mass of elbows, heels, jostling bodies. The drumming of hooves grows louder. Before half the people have left the road, horsemen appear round the bend in the valley, whipping their mounts.


  A dozen armoured cavalry wearing sky-blue cloaks, the emperor’s colour, thunder through us. Dust and neighing fills the air, cries of children. Behind them come a larger group of horsemen on shaggy ponies. They bend bows and release a hail of arrows.


  Screams amongst the scrambling villagers. One man falls, an arrow piercing his throat. Our crowd throws the pursuing archers into disorder. Horses rear and collide in confusion, rallying round a flag bearing General An-Shu’s symbol. Though I protest that we should help the wounded, Eldest Son drags me away from the road, up the hillside, our silk robes tearing on thorns and brambles.


  I catch a glimpse of the mounted archers through the trees, milling in the road below. I know their kind from my youth. Barbarians, mercenaries from the steppes. They wheel and gallop back the way they came.


  I have failed. My attempt to purify the village an utter misfortune.



  Three children trampled by the mounted bowmen loyal to General An-Shu, and two peasants killed by their arrows. One of them was Wudi’s middle son. A boy who grew to manhood alongside my own. His loss pierces my heart.


  Worse must surely follow. The mounted bowmen abandoned their pursuit of the Imperial cavalry, perhaps believing the village ahead was hostile, and turned back to Chunming. If they tell General An-Shu that Wei is in revolt against his rule, we can expect swift reprisals. Of the Imperial cavalry, there is no news. They galloped further up the valley and disappeared, their presence a mystery in itself.


  From my room I hear faint cries and wailing in the village below. Perhaps the villagers hate me for my failure.


  Xia-Dong and Devout Lakshi made off as soon as General An-Shu’s horsemen fled. No one speaks to me or meets my eye. Oddly, only Thousand- li-drunk decides to stay, and goes so far as to beg an audience outside the gatehouse.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai should be happy!’ he cries, in his deranged way. ‘All the demons have left the valley. The ceremony was a complete success!’


  I regard him angrily. Is he mocking me? He winks.


  ‘Thousand- li-drunk knows more than you!’ he cries.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai will be glad of saving a certain officer’s life.


  All the demons are gone. Look around, can you see any?


  Ha! That is why Thousand- li-drunk is so happy!’


  ‘What is your real name?’ I demand. ‘Stop your games!’


  ‘Ah, no more games.’


  His glee hardens into a sly smile.


  *



  ‘General An-Shu will never become the Son of Heaven,’he says, suddenly sober. ‘The people have not turned against the Emperor. The Mandate of Heaven has not been withdrawn from His Imperial Majesty. Remember that, in your dealings with the cavalry who escaped.’


  ‘Who are you?’


  Taking a grasshopper from his basket, he pops it into his mouth and slowly chews. Gathering his small bundle, he wanders off without another word.


  The wine-coloured light of dawn seeps through the shutters and paper curtains. My head spins from all I have drunk. Over half the jar still undrained. Yesterday seems far away – the horsemen and their cries, hooves sparking on the flinty high road, Wudi’s middle son falling, a feathered shaft protruding from his throat.


  I fumble into my outer garments and listen at the chamber door. No one hovering for a change, not even Daughter-in-law. I hide the wine jar behind a painted screen, in case someone punishes me by removing it.


  The short corridor to the back entrance is deserted. I hear arguing and urgent voices elsewhere in the house, but these fade as I slip the latch and step outside, hurrying along a path bordered by stands of sprouting bamboo.


  The path winds up towards our ancestral shrine, yet I will not go there. The dead stare as well as the living.


  Instead I follow a trail leading further up the valley, resolutely keeping my back to Three-Step-House and the village below. If I do not look they may as well not exist, for a moment, for eternity, such distinctions a dream. Thepath climbs round huge, lolling boulders whiskered with lichen, then crosses a stream over mossy planks.


  I pause, soothed by the trickling water as it runs over stones and trailing ferns. When I scoop a handful, it tastes cold, flavoured with peat.


  Further down the hillside, the path meets the road.


  Pines surround the highway, steep grassy banks. Here I sit to regain my breath, and fall into a pleasant doze, the wine swirling back to the top of my head. At once I enter a hazy dream and hear songs in the trees, the rustle of feet, whispered voices, distant and indistinct. To wake now is a great labour, yet I cannot help myself. My head jerks up.


  I look around. The road is no longer deserted.


  I am surrounded by half a dozen villagers, talking in low voices. For a moment I blink, taking in details – a wheelbarrow, bundles on backs, frightened eyes. Then my gaze settles on a familiar face, one I least want to see in my bedraggled, sottish state.


  ‘Ah, Wudi,’ I say, and can think of nothing more.


  He looks a long, scornful glance. His weathered face is set in a scowl of grief. The people round him include his wife and two granddaughters.


  ‘I am sorry about your son, Wudi,’ I say, with an effort.


  The slur in my voice shames me. ‘Very sorry!’


  Yet he does not even acknowledge my words. Turning to his family, he orders them on. They toil up the road, burdened by baggage and belongings, until out of sight. A desire to chase after him, beg forgiveness for not averting his loss, almost propels me to my feet. But I am too tired.


  And I do not blame him. He has every reason not to acknowledge me. Just as a bad emperor may lose the Mandate of Heaven through fecklessness, so may an ineptlord lose the respect of those he has been set above.


  A weary walk back to Three-Step-House. All the freshness and splendour of the morning has gone, trees and stones somehow lifeless.


  At the gatehouse I find Eldest Son talking to men from the village. He frowns as I approach and I notice he does not bow. The villagers examine us both curiously.


  ‘Do not stand and stare,’ he barks at them. ‘Go and keep watch on the road. At the first sign of travellers, send a runner to me.’


  They leave us alone by the gate gods, and Eldest Son’s face sags. I suspect he has had less sleep than me.


  ‘Father, where have you been?’ he scolds. ‘The valley is full of brigands. And what about the horsemen who rode through yesterday? It is not safe. Where would we be if you were captured?’


  Better off, I think.


  ‘I met Wudi,’ I say, sadly.


  ‘Yes, he is taking his wife and granddaughters to a relative in Crow Hamlet. They will be safer there and he has promised to return by nightfall.’


  ‘Wudi would not speak to me. I have known Wudi all my life. Yet he would not speak to me.’


  ‘You must make allowances, Father. His son. . . I do not understand why our ceremony went so wrong! We have offended the Gods!’ he cries, bitterly. ‘They are ungrateful! We sacrifice to them with all propriety. What more do they want?’


  ‘Hush,’ I say. ‘Lest they hear.’


  ‘What are we to do, Father?’


  There is something pitiful about his tone, as though he has never quite become a man. Am I to blame for that? Irealise how hard he finds our present danger. He needs guidance, reassurance. I repress a desire to trail wearily back to my room.


  ‘Should we send the children to one of the monasteries?’


  he asks. ‘And our valuable clothes, the little chest of cash?


  They might be safe there.’


  ‘We may need the money and cloth for bribes,’ I say.


  ‘Should we all go to the monastery, Father?’


  ‘If the Lord flees, so will half the village,’ I say. ‘Your Grandfather would know exactly what to do. . . Perhaps if we made a sacrifice at the Ancestral Shrine.’


  ‘There is no time!’ cries Eldest Son. ‘The barbarian horsemen will be telling their tale in Chunming by now.


  They will burn our house to the ground! How long will it take for them to send troops here?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Should we all go to the monastery?’ he demands again.


  ‘It might be safer. But the village needs us. If we fail in this duty, we will forfeit all respect. Send only your sons, only them. They are children, after all. Besides, the headman has done as much. The rest of us must stay.’


  ‘But my wife is with child!’ he says, desperately.


  This surprises me. I’m told less than half of what happens in Three-Step-House. I should feel happy at her fecundity. Yet good fortune can be a curse in times like these. So I say: ‘That is good news. Yes, send her with the boys. We can pretend her pregnancy is more advanced than it is. . .’


  I struggle to recollect something important. Thousand-li-drunk spoke of the Imperial cavalry who galloped through in their sky-blue cloaks, pursued by General An-Shu’s men.


  *



  ‘What of the Emperor’s horsemen?’ I ask.



  Eldest Son waves an impatient hand.


  ‘They have been seen loitering further up the valley. It is typical of our misfortune! For some reason they wish to plague us.’


  Again I recall Thousand- li-drunk’s words. For all his air of mystery, he seemed certain the horsemen were to our benefit. Eldest Son interrupts my thought.


  ‘You must go to the monastery as well, Father,’ he says.


  I peer at him. To go would be to resign the burden of my position as Family Head. I could drink wine and write poems all day with learned monks for company. A tempting prospect. But I have not sunk so far. Not quite.


  ‘Do as I have said,’ I mutter. ‘Now I must go to my room to think. Have some food brought.’


  ‘Father! Do you intend to get drunk?’


  ‘What if I do?’


  For a moment he blocks my way, bristling, then subsides. He bows. I sense that, however much I annoy him, he is relieved I am not deserting him for the monastery.


  ‘Forgive me, Father.’


  ‘Do as I say. That is enough.’


  I stumble up to the topmost house and my room. At least the wine jar is where I hid it, and apparently undiminished, though it looks as though someone has been poking around. I dip the ladle and pour myself a cup, then raise it to my lips with two shaking hands. It does not taste so sweet as it did last night. Proof, perhaps, I have not had enough.


  Tentative taps on the door. I start up, peer round. The taps become firm knocks, at once revealing my visitor.



  Everyone can be recognised by small signs, as one knows a friend in the distance by his walk.


  ‘Enter!’ I croak.


  Daughter-in-law’s head appears round the lintel. She wears no make-up, surely a sign of something. I motion her in. She adjusts her silken dress and cape; then, to my surprise, gets on her knees before me, paying homage. I blink suspiciously.


  ‘Do I disturb Honoured Father’s rest?’ she says, for once not fixing me with her blackbird’s eye. She seems almost afraid. Evidently I am to be spared advice concerning my most intimate ailments.


  ‘Well, Daughter-in-law?’ I say.


  Her eyes remain fixed on the ground.


  ‘I have come to say farewell, Honoured Father,’ she says, sniffily. ‘And to ask for your blessing.’


  Then I remember. She and the grandchildren are to find refuge in the monastery near Whale Rocks. At such a time I should give appropriate advice.


  ‘You will be accompanied by some stout fellows,’ I say.


  ‘There is little danger. But you must leave as soon as possible. And obey the monks in everything. Remember you are their guest.’


  It is the best I can manage.


  ‘Why can’t my husband guard me and the children on the road?’ she asks.


  ‘He is needed here,’ I say.


  She does not move to go.


  ‘Are you displeased with me Honoured Father?’ she asks.


  ‘In what way?’



  ‘You are sending me away.’


  Now I see her anxiety. One of the five grounds for divorce, and the most common, is offending one’s parents-in-law.


  ‘No, foolish girl, it is not that. These are dangerous times. You are aware of our situation. I want you and the grandchildren to be safe, that is all.’


  Still she does obeisance. I grow uncomfortable.


  ‘Something else is troubling you?’


  ‘Yes, Honoured Father. It’s someone I’m forbidden to mention.’


  I can guess who.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘My husband’s brother. . .’ she says.


  ‘What of him?’ I snap.


  Then the dam holding back her tongue gives way.


  ‘Old Mother Orchid in the village has heard through her niece that Youngest Son is a Captain serving General An-Shu. And she heard it through her second cousin who saw him parading in Chunming. They say he is a big man now and. . .’


  ‘What’s that to me?’ I interrupt.


  ‘He orders hundreds of soldiers about in Chunming and wears a fine uniform. And he has the General’s ear. I heard he has been granted a house larger than our own, with a garden and a staff of servants, as well as. . .’


  ‘Enough, woman! Again, I say, what is that to me? You know he is no longer my son. We have a document from the Prefect to prove it. Enough on this matter.’


  Of course, she is right to worry. A roll of paper can be crumpled in a moment, an edict overturned by a whim.


  Her fear is simple. At present Eldest Son will inherit my estate in full. A special dispensation granted by the Prefect of Chunming has set aside the law stating property must be divided equally among all male children. Yet the Prefect of Chunming is currently hanging by his heels from the city walls, his eyes food for crows. He was a good man, in his way, and of respectable family.



  ‘Honoured Father is always right,’ she says. ‘Still anyone can fret in times like these. I have to think of my sons, your grandchildren. What of them, heh?’


  Her natural manner has returned. It comes as a kind of relief.


  ‘I am not an astrologer. Anything could happen.’


  ‘But we all remember Youngest Son from when he was a boy,’ she continues. ‘He has a temper like a bad dog.


  What if he gets it in that stubborn head of his, that he has been wronged? It’s enough to make me tremble!’


  She seems more outraged than terrified.


  ‘And no one in the village wants such a hot-headed man as Lord. No one likes a beating. And the maidservants are frightened. Who can blame them? It’s a disgrace!’


  She is alluding to the reason I disinherited him. I might reply that people change. It is my dearest wish he has changed. Yet serving General An-Shu is unlikely to soften a man. I could tell her not a single day has passed without me missing him, that when I sent him away, half my heart departed.


  ‘You should leave for the monastery now,’ I say, wearily. ‘And have faith in me. Did not the Emperor Wang Meng order his own son to commit suicide for mistreating a servant?’


  ‘Eh?’ she cries. ‘Suicide? What’s that got to do with us?’


  *



  ‘Concern yourself with women’s business,’ I chide. ‘Be at the gates in ten minutes.’



  She shuffles to her feet reluctantly, but remembers to bow on her way out.


  Half an hour later I stand by the gatehouse with Eldest Son. She is escorted by a dozen retainers, including her serving women. If the brigands meet her party, what will they do? Rob her, for sure, perhaps rape the women. It is a risk forced upon us. The children cry to leave their home. All in all, a pitiful scene. I pretend not to notice the tears in Eldest Son’s eyes.


  ‘We have done what we can,’ I say. ‘The monks will send word she has arrived safely.’


  He is desolate. It is not good for the peasants to see him like this. There is danger in growing too reliant upon one’s wife.


  ‘Have the watchmen reported any sign of troops?’


  ‘Nothing, Father.’


  ‘Then they will not arrive today. Perhaps we should expect them tomorrow. Order new watchers so the others may rest.’


  I return to my chamber and what’s left of the wine jar.


  Swallows flit around the eaves of Three-Step-House just as when I was a happy boy. I could be that boy again in a moment, if his heart had not flown away, season after season.


  I wake at sunrise with my own words echoing from a dream: Bring relief to those so sorely pinched. I said them once, when I was young and earnest. At once I sense a badday brewing. I have always been sensitive to energies patterning around me. Today, I am sure the soldiers will come.


  When I appear in the hall Eldest Son is taking breakfast.


  ‘Father!’ he cries. ‘You look. . .’


  Indeed I do. For the first time since his wedding I wear the uniform of a man on the Emperor’s Golden List, the vermilion girdle and tortoise-shell chest plate, the hat of black silk hung with four jade pendants. My cheeks are shaven and flecked with blood from the razor. On my feet, high-soled shoes, curling at the front. I am gratified by the impression my uniform makes. This bodes well. The outward and the inward in harmony with each other.


  ‘Does Honoured Father require me to send for wine?’


  he asks, timidly.


  Perhaps he thinks I have dressed so splendidly in a drunken humour. His offer is certainly tempting.


  ‘No, send for the headman and command the servants to prepare a fine breakfast.’


  I sit on Father’s chair, hands tucked in my sleeves.


  Half an hour later, Wudi arrives. He is as surprised as my son to see me. For a moment his resentful stare softens, but only for a moment.


  ‘Ah, Wudi. Be seated.’


  He obediently takes his place on the mat. Eldest Son hovers uncertainly beside him.


  ‘I have concluded,’ I say. ‘That the troops we expect may arrive today.’


  They watch me through narrowed eyes. I hate my confusion. Wine might make me bold, but if I started, who knows when I would stop?


  ‘Are the watchmen at the head of the valley as I directed?’ I demand.


  Wudi nods.



  ‘They understand their orders?’


  ‘Yes, Lord,’ he intones.


  ‘Good. I have commanded that an awning be placed near the entrance to the village square. That way I shall be the first the soldiers meet. Then I shall welcome their officers.’


  They watch me sullenly.


  ‘Ensure the chair I am sitting on is taken down to the awning,’ I say. ‘Tell Lame Fui to set aside five jars and a dozen decent cups. Tell him I will pay.’


  I turn to Eldest Son.


  ‘You shall remain in Three-Step-House. At the first sign of fighting, you are to leave the valley and join your wife.


  I say this before Wudi, as my witness. It is my command.


  You are my sole heir and your safety is worth more to me than senseless heroics. Is that understood?’


  ‘Yes, Father.’


  I can sense them both quickening. For all my anxiety, I feel a flush of excitement.


  ‘Wudi,’ I continue. ‘There is another matter on which I have given much thought.’


  He stiffens.


  ‘I refer to the loss of your son. Whatever happens I am determined he shall be remembered well. For that reason I have decided you should be allowed to construct a small family shrine on the outer perimeter of our ancestral shrine. Let your son’s bones be placed within sight of my own, and my father’s. By this means his soul shall mingle with his betters.’


  Wudi looks at me calculatingly.


  ‘Does Lord Yun Cai mean within the perimeter or outside its limits?’ he asks.


  ‘I mean, separate but adjoining. An intelligent man like you is well aware of the significance of this.’



  A look of puzzled satisfaction crosses his weather-beaten face. He bows deeply.


  ‘My son’s spirit will rejoice to hear these words,’ he says. ‘We are honoured.’


  So his family should be. One could imagine marriage growing from such proximity. Certainly he owns enough land to make his granddaughters worthy of my youngest grandson. In addition, Wudi possesses several farms in unexpected places, all of them fertile, as well as a water-mill and tannery.


  ‘First we must survive the coming days and weeks,’ I say, lest his imagination run away with him. We have a saying in Wei: a dream at morning is forgotten by evening.


  ‘Wudi, instruct the people to go about their business as usual. And Eldest Son, draw up an inventory of grain supplies in the village and their value, in case we need to bribe the soldiers. Now I must descend to the village square.


  Only Wudi shall accompany me.’


  So I take my place beneath the awning. Children and women gawp at me until I glare at them angrily. Flies buzz round the jade pendants hanging from strings on my hat.


  My silk robes are hot and uncomfortable. Indeed, they smell of mould. There is no help for that. The morning passes pleasantly enough. I read the poems of Po Chu-i to remind myself of a just man’s courage. His voice strengthens my own. Eventually I fall into a doze.


  By midday, still no sign of General An-Shu’s men. A few of the village dogs adopt me, attracted by my lunch, which I share with them. I ask Wudi to send scouts to find out where the Imperial cavalry who rode through the villageyesterday are hiding. Such information might give me power, and even avert a massacre. Women dragged from the houses, held down while raped. Man after man executed, the most senior first. Every store broken open, carried off by competing platoons. And the peasants beaten or simply stabbed should they protest. Finally, the smell of burning, smoke billowing up the valley, while drunken soldiers cheer. I saw such things in my youth. They are not unusual. They flow from war like dung from a sewer.


  The sun reaches its zenith and I order cup after cup of tea, every sip scrutinised by the peasants.


  An hour later, my test begins. One of the watchers runs into the village.


  ‘Lord Yun Cai!’ he cries. ‘They are coming!’


  ‘How many?’


  He spreads out his hands in a gesture which means more than he could count. So we are taken seriously by General An-Shu. This is worse than I expected.


  ‘How many are there?’ I repeat.


  He looks behind him nervously.


  ‘They are coming,’ he says, once more.


  ‘Wudi!’ I bellow.


  The headman trots over from the well, where he was bathing his head with a bucket of water.


  ‘Instruct everyone to remain in their houses, as should you.’


  He dries his face on his sleeve.


  ‘Perhaps I’ll stand behind you,’ he says. ‘It won’t look so good if you’re by yourself.’


  He’s right, of course. And I’m grateful for his loyalty.


  Already in the distance I can hear the beat of drums, cries of command.


  ‘This is not hunting crickets, Wudi,’ I say.



  He looks at me and grins, as he did when we were boys.


  ‘My Lord is himself again,’ he says.


  That is when I grow afraid. For I know it is my destiny to disappoint him, and all who trust me. The marching feet grow louder. An officer shouts unintelligibly. Finally a column of men, five across, enters the village square.


  Their armour is burnished leather and they bear sword and halberd. These are not the rabble I expected, but superior, well-drilled troops. For a long moment everyone in the square stands still, assessing one another. I hear more tramping feet and the gallop of horses.


  An officer on a fine, white charger rides into the square, his horse prancing. He is followed by a dozen cavalry bearing flags and drums, long lances tipped with pennants.


  I peer short-sightedly. The heat haze blinds my old eyes.


  Horsemen trot toward me and I rise, puffing out my chest.


  The captain’s helmet is crowned by a jaunty red plume.


  Bronze armour covers the horse’s head and flanks. Iron discs sewn upon the captain’s blue leather coat glitter like angry eyes. His cloak is blood red. At his side a sword and bow. In his right hand, a double-pronged lance, trailing scarlet and yellow ribbons.


  A dozen feet from me he reins in his horse. The beast snorts. My eyes are fixed on its rider’s face, one whose changes I charted from birth. My soul lurches. Youngest Son.


  


  



  


  two


  



  
    ‘. . . War’s infection spreads from the borders:

  


  
    this year, last year, next – honoured rites of slaughter.

  


  
    

  


  
    The phoenix flutters gaudy wings of sorrow.

  


  
    When war is the plough, crops of bone must follow. . .’

  


  



  Momentary balance, like a huge standing rock, its support of earth and shale eroded by seasons of rain. It could fall in any direction, crushing the unwary, or merely roll down the hillside to settle with a crash, throwing up clouds of dust. So it is in the village square. The rock of war could fall any way.


  Youngest Son’s face! I cannot help staring. I recognise the colour of those eyes, his grandfather’s eyes, but not the haughty, military way he narrows his eyelids as though perpetually angry. That is something he has learnt from others. I know the shape of his cheeks, not the scardisfiguring one side, the battle which gave it birth. He is familiar, and undiscovered.


  He sits on his white charger, still as a statue. I watch him, frozen by conflicting emotions. We share one thing, at least. In all the years of his boyhood, neither of us anticipated this.


  My glance passes to the soldiers rapidly filling the square. A desperate lot, and hungry by the look of them, their uniforms faded and tattered. Veterans ready for anything, looking no further than the next fight or meal. I pray they are still capable of discipline.


  I turn my attention back to Youngest Son. He has followed my examination of his men, and perhaps reads my thought. He appears confused and resentful at the same time. His horse whinnies impatiently. It is thirsty and smells the water in the well. I wait, hoping my cap with its jade pendants sits straight on my head.


  A flicker of vexation on his face. At last he seems about to speak. The officers around him are exchanging glances.


  I sense the fate of the whole village depends on his first words, for if he willed it, a general massacre would begin.


  Then I realise he has no idea how to act, that my presence in the village square, especially dressed in the trappings of the Golden List, has surprised him. Oh, I have seen that expression before! I remember how he played as a boy, always leading the other children, his authority inexplicable to his elders, bubbling up as if from a hot spring. Yet sometimes I noticed the same doubt on his face. The secret doubt of all who strive for control.


  Memories of him gather, pinpoints of reflected light on a lake in summer. His mother passing him to me, a tiny, red wrinkled thing, both of us joyful she had survived adifficult labour. Later, a boy wrapped in the folds of my clothes against winter draughts, while I told tales of Grandfather’s brave deeds. His little face revealing tangled thoughts and desires – to be worthy of such an ancestor, to be important as any hero, and loved by me, how he longed for that. It touched my heart like a kind of grief.


  And then admonishing him when he bullied his older brother, his attitude of contrition belied by a curling lip, coldness of eye. Or flying a kite from Wobbly Watchtower Rock while I composed verses, crying out ‘See, Father!


  See! Look at me, Father!’, and my irritation at being interrupted, so the right word slipped away like an eel.


  Teenage years when the troubles began. My anger at the sloppy, careless way he composed his characters. Every smudge of ink seemed ingratitude and defiance. Anger at so many things.


  Now, in the village square, neither of us bend. I place my hands in my sleeves, a casual gesture, and entirely deliberate, emphasising my uniform and status, that I represent a higher authority, while he is a mere soldier.


  Everyone knows no decent man becomes a soldier. It is a risk I must take, or choose to grovel before their gaudy flags, the dense, sweating weight of them. The officers around Youngest Son murmur angrily. He must do something now, or lose face before his men.


  Still he hesitates.


  Perhaps he remembers our last meeting. Perhaps that is what makes him pause. A hot night. Monsoon weather, the sky a lake of rain. He was on his knees then, full of excuses. I merely said, ‘Because you are my son I will disgrace myself, and abandon all the principles I hold dear.


  Be content with that.’ The next day he left for the MilitaryAcademy and I journeyed to the Prefect of Chunming to ensure he would never become Lord of Wei. Did that make me complicit in his crime? Certainly I have spent many hours of doubt. Even now I have no clear answer.


  But I wept until dawn on the night he left, and locked myself in my room for days.


  Youngest Son is moving. As though dragged against his will, he climbs stiffly from his horse. A groom rushes forward to seize the bridle. Everyone in the square is alert.


  He brushes the dust from his clothes, then steps towards me. Now is the test. I sense Wudi shifting behind me. My breath catches.


  Youngest Son lowers himself stiffly, first one leg, then both, until he is on his knees, paying homage to his father, as is only natural and fitting. Yet it is a feeble homage, as all must observe, for he does not bow, his back straight as a rampart. It is enough. For now the village is safe. I risk a glance at his men. They have visibly relaxed, and some dare to yawn. Perhaps they are disappointed. But their captain honouring his father changes them from con-querors to guests.


  ‘Father,’ he says. ‘I have returned.’


  ‘Youngest Son, are you thirsty?’


  He nods. There are tears in his eyes, for I have acknowledged him as my child.


  ‘Wudi,’ I say, gently.


  He knows what to do. Pouring out a cup of wine, he advances, and offers it.


  Youngest Son gulps it in one. Emotion makes it hard for him to swallow.


  ‘Ah!’ he says, at last grinning his old, mischievous grin.


  ‘Ah! I was thirsty, Father.’


  ‘Then take another cup,’ I say.



  He drinks this solemnly.


  ‘Are your officers dry?’ I ask.


  As far as I can judge, they seem a rough pair. One of them has the extravagant, bushy beard of a vain man. The other makes no effort to hide a sneer which, I suspect, is habitual.


  ‘Yes, Father.’


  ‘Let them drink, too.’


  At this Youngest Son bridles. I must take care with him.


  ‘If that is your will,’ I add.


  The two officers dismount and Wudi brings their wine.


  We stand awkwardly together. The officers bow in a per-functory way. A breeze is picking up in Wei Valley, making the awning flap. The leaves of the mulberry trees shimmer and murmur. Birds twitter and sing.


  The wine has refreshed Youngest Son in more ways than one. His bearing carries authority. He strokes his fine, curling sideburns and beard in a way designed to draw attention. Yet I am not a susceptible lady. To me, his whiskers seem absurd and common, far from the clean-shaven dignity of an examined scholar.


  ‘You are evidently here on an important mission,’ I say.


  ‘If it is within your discretion, perhaps you could share its purpose with me, so I may be of assistance.’


  Youngest Son raises an eyebrow. I can read his thought.


  Father still speaks in the same flowery, annoying way.


  ‘I have been sent by His Highness to hunt rebels. That is all you need to know, Father.’


  His Highness! General An-Shu is aiming higher than I expected. I refrain from correcting his confusion of titles.


  ‘Ah,’ I say.


  The soldiers in the square are looking round. It takes no great wisdom to guess their thoughts.



  ‘I have here an inventory of all the available grain in the village,’ I say. ‘Naturally, we expect your men will require feeding.’


  One of the officers snorts. Youngest Son quells him with a glance.


  ‘We shall only take what is needed,’ he announces in a loud voice. ‘Any who transgress this shall answer to me.


  General An-Shu protects the welfare of all obedient subjects.’


  Subjects now! So the peasants are to be robbed of their food. Even Youngest Son looks uncomfortable. After all, he knows half the villagers by name, and is aware of their poverty. There’s no helping it, for either of us.


  ‘The General’s kindness is well-known,’ I say. ‘We are grateful.’


  Youngest Son is beginning to flush round the cheeks, always a dangerous sign with him. I have extracted what promises I can.


  ‘Father should retire to Three-Step-House,’ says Youngest Son. ‘He will understand I must arrange bivouacs for my men.’


  I nod.


  ‘Perhaps Honoured Father needs a jar of wine after his exertions?’ he asks, smiling slyly. ‘I’m sure he does.’


  Already the boy grows impudent. His officers chuckle, indicating that words have passed concerning my weakness.


  ‘Naturally, you shall join us to dine?’ I enquire. ‘You and your esteemed officers.’


  He grunts, barely able to hide his satisfaction. I have traded my renunciation of him for the village’s safety.


  *


  
    

  


  
    I leave the square, accompanied by Wudi, who carries my scrolls of Po Chu’i’s poems and parasol. As we shuffle up the hill, I turn. Soldiers are scattering round the streets and lanes of the village, seeking the fattest billets.

  


  Youngest Son lolls like a lord in Father’s ebony chair, my chair. Though I cannot see his expression, there is exhilaration and pride in the way he grasps the chair’s arms, surveying his men as they scurry like ants. Anger is an emotion I can ill afford.


  ‘Did it go well, Wudi?’ I ask.


  He scratches his chin.


  ‘No one’s drawn a sword yet,’ he says. ‘Not yet.’


  He is right. I have bought only a little time.


  ‘Did you discover where the Imperial cavalry are hiding?’ I whisper, though there is no one to hear us except the crickets.


  ‘In the side valley beyond Shady Wood,’ he says, quietly.


  ‘A good place. They are clearly well-led. But Youngest Son will be aware of it. General An-Shu must want these men badly. He has sent an officer who knows the district and at least two companies of his best men. Why are the Imperial cavalry so important to him? I still do not see why they came to Wei at all.’


  Wudi shrugs, as if to say, If you don’t know, how should I?


  ‘Wudi,’ I say. ‘Are you prepared to risk another son?’


  ‘I only have two left,’ he says, dryly.


  ‘If you are, send one of them to warn the cavalry.


  Tell them they should hide their traces and let their horses loose. Tell them to conceal themselves in the caves behind Heron Waterfall and not to come out under anycircumstances, until they are told it is safe. Your son must show them the little entrance. The caves were discovered after Youngest Son’s banishment, so he will not search there.’


  Wudi scowls.


  ‘Is it wise to get involved, Lord?’


  ‘I believe so, in the long term.’


  ‘It shall be done as you wish,’ he says, reluctantly.


  By the Goddess of Wei Valley, I hope I act wisely.


  Certainly she must be angered to have her wells and streams polluted by such a rabble. Yet my actions, perilous to everyone around me, are based on the words of Thousand- li-drunk, a notorious madman: General An-Shu will never become the Son of Heaven. Remember that in your dealings with the cavalry who escaped. Yet stranger changes of dynasty have occurred.


  If my judgement is right, then my son, for all his fine uniform and whiskers, is to be pitied. If I am wrong, he is to be pitied a hundred times more.


  As I enter the gate of Three-Step House, a solitary scream rises from the village below.


  Three-Step-House is subdued. Even the sounds of chopping from the kitchen lack their usual vigour. The maidservants who did not accompany Daughter-in-law to Whale Rocks Monastery go about their work as if they have already been dishonoured, unmarriageable without a huge dowry to tempt future parents-in-law.


  Eldest Son comes to my room. At once it is clear he has been drinking. Well, we are all acting out of character. IfI’m sober, why shouldn’t he be drunk? Perhaps wine might discover hidden courage in him. Yet I am ashamed for him. Some are fired by wine, others made ignoble.


  ‘Did you see him, Father?’ he asks, miserably. ‘What did he say?’


  ‘Only that he is hunting rebels and deserters.’


  ‘Did he mention me, Father?’


  ‘No. You must be calm! Drink as much water as possible and sleep for an hour. All will be well if you follow my instructions.’


  He wrings his hands. A pitiful sight. And worrying.


  ‘He’s angry with me,’ he says. ‘Though it is not I who took away his inheritance.’


  I realise then, he is not to be relied upon. His brother always had too much influence over him. Above all, Eldest Son must not hear of my dealings with the Imperial cavalry. I must remember to warn Wudi of this.


  ‘He is not even angry with me,’ I protest, gently. ‘So this is my advice. Act like a simple-minded country lord’s son.


  Talk only of the harvest and how lazy the peasants are and your favourite places to fish. Let his officers make fun of you as a simple type, and if they laugh at your expense, laugh with them. Above all, keep Youngest Son talking about himself without offering any opinions of your own.’


  Eldest Son blinks at me stupidly. Will he recall any of this when it matters?


  ‘Remember, our best defence lies in being agreeable,’ I add. ‘Personally, I am prepared to act the fool if it keeps us safe. You should do the same.’


  He giggles hysterically.


  ‘Everyone likes to feel superior,’ I say. ‘Why shouldn’t we bumpkins oblige?’


  ‘Father is wise,’ he mumbles, though he doesn’t sound sure.



  ‘Go to your room,’ I say. ‘Remember you are my heir.


  And no more wine!’


  ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Thank you, Father.’


  I’m left to examine shadows in the room. Finally, I take my own advice and lie down on the couch. Images of angry faces and Eldest Son’s panic shimmer across my mind. But I am old and cannot help dozing, exhausted by my trial with Youngest Son. I listen to a cricket chirping insistently outside. A thin, clear, rhythmic sound. Then the past awakens, half-dream, half-memory. They say an old man’s past is more real than his present. If the Lord Buddha is to be believed, both are illusions.


  The cricket’s chirp opens the door to this house, as it was, when I was a boy.


  At that age I had many interests, but my great passion was crickets. The noble art of cricket-fighting was revered just as highly in our village as in the capital. Though I could not have guessed it then, those restless insects set in motion my long journey to the Imperial examinations –and all the fear and exhilaration which later haunted my ambitions.


  Three-Step-House nourished many kinds of cricket, as a city sustains all sorts of people. I recall a sunny morning in the seventh or eighth month. Waking soon after dawn to birdsong and the chirrup of insects. My tiny bedroom lay in the corner of the highest building. Its window faced mountains capped with snow even in summer. A stand ofbamboo nestled in the terraced field at the side of the house. I heard servants chattering in the courtyard below and cockerels crowing up and down the valley. Sweet scents in the air: dew drying, wood smoke, the summer pungency of plants.


  I dressed quickly and padded down the central corridor, eyes and ears sharp for the slightest rustle of papery wings. By the front entrance I found Little Wudi, the bailiff’s son, waiting for our daily hunt. In his hands a clay pot with a wooden lid and rope handle.


  We skipped down the brick-lined stairs to the lowest building, for it was there we always began. The kitchen maids bowed, but I ignored them, my business more pressing than a palace eunuch’s. At the faintest chirp or click we froze, searching like famished cats after mice.


  In the courtyard dwelt a type of cricket which, though unattractive, was dogged and resilient. Because it fed upon household waste and chicken droppings it was often mean-spirited. The villagers called this plain, ordinary type Straight-Backbone-Wings.


  Then Little Wudi and I made our way to the pigsty. It was built, as in most houses, beneath the privy so the pigs might benefit from their masters’ waste. I was afraid of the pigsty, though I tried hard not to let Little Wudi see, on account of a story Mother had told me about the First Wife of the Emperor Goazu.


  Empress Lu struggled for many years with her husband’s favourite concubine, Lady Qi. Both women wished to have their sons proclaimed heir to the throne and for a long time the succession hung in the balance. Then came Goazu’s sudden death – some whispered his First Wife had a hand in it – and Empress Lu’s son ascended to theHeavenly Throne. At once the Empress poisoned Lady Qi’s children and any other girl Goazu had favoured. She ordered the dismemberment of Lady Qi’s hands and feet, gouged out her eyes, scorched her ears with red-hot tongs and crushed her tongue so that her old rival could only grunt. Then Lady Qi, once so exquisite, was thrown into the pigsty beneath the Imperial privy. The entire court was encouraged to demonstrate their loyalty by defecating on the half-mad woman crawling among the pigs. Empress Lu even invited ambassadors to view ‘the human pig’, as she named Lady Qi.


  This story taught me bad dreams, and each time I visited the privy I peered nervously through the hole for Lady Qi.


  Nevertheless the privy was home to a kind of cricket whose piercing chirps were like mournful gongs on a foggy evening, echoing from afar. One could only listen in wonder.


  Leaving the courtyard, we climbed back to the Middle House. Here Mother and my sisters were already at work, embroidering gowns and coats so we might appear finer than our neighbours. A long, clean room where they laboured in silence, save for murmured instructions or rebukes. When I arrived Mother would brighten. She always favoured me over my two sisters, who were older and on the cusp of marriage. That was natural. There’s a saying in Wei: one son worth a dozen daughters. Unless, of course, your son turns out to be a feckless, disobedient wastrel.


  Mother summoned me to the stool where she worked, brocade spread across her knees, and stroked the small tuft at the top of my shaven head. ‘Did you sleep well?’


  ‘Have the servants laid out a proper breakfast?’ ‘How much did you eat?’ I was too impatient to answer, my business too important. At last she released me with a sigh.



  Little Wudi and I scampered to the store chambers at the side of Middle House. Here might be found a white, bloodless kind of cricket living in the dark spaces beneath the eaves, known as Pale-Fragrant-Forehead, on account of its clammy body. A morose creature, it seemed too gentle to make a good fighter, but as they say, beware silent ones. I saw it leap upon green field crickets and crush them after a short struggle. Pale-Fragrant-Forehead detested any intruder in its territory, where it laid numerous sticky white eggs, like tiny beads. These it tended with fierce devotion. So to get the best from it, one had to collect a few eggs for it to guard.


  The lumber rooms were mostly empty, although with each year more clutter filled the bare spaces. Our family owned little when Father first came here after his elevation. Mother put it about that our numerous ancestral possessions were lost on a boat which caught fire. Father always looked embarrassed when she recounted this tale to visitors, and rapidly changed the subject.


  The truth was far more wonderful.


  Father and his brother, Uncle Ming, were both self-made men. Of their parentage I know little. It was a subject everyone avoided. Sadly, none of our ancestors’


  bones lie in the family tomb that Father constructed at great expense. We are much weakened by this misfortune.


  He became Lord of Wei as a reward for his service in the wars. Most notably, he leapt to the defence of GeneralYueh Fei when the latter had been unhorsed during the Battle of T’su Hu Pass, and found himself alone, surrounded by barbarians. At this desperate moment a humble lieutenant of the Glorious Destiny Regiment appeared by his side. He instantly slew two Kin warriors with his halberd and decapitated a third. Then he drew his sword. Bellowing like a frenzied bull, he swept away another four barbarians. By this time other soldiers of the Glorious Destiny Regiment had formed a protective ring around General Yueh Fei and my father had sustained enough wounds to kill a dragon, let alone a man. The proof was written across his body in deep scars until the day he died.


  Those minutes of valour broke my father physically, but made him a gentleman. In gratitude General Yueh Fei granted him the title of Wei Valley and composed an elaborate curse lest any of his descendents seek to rescind it. I know, because the document is preserved within a hollow ox bone in my strongest chest.


  As a boy I heard this story often. Father would relate it in the hall of the Upper House, his voice proud as plum wine. I sat at his feet and longed to be a hero like him. His words intoxicated me.


  Yet in winter he hugged his old scars against the cold and might say nothing for days on end.


  But I was remembering how we hunted crickets.


  Finally I would lead Little Wudi to the topmost building, where our family slept and sat in the evening. Here dwelt the most ferocious of crickets, nesting between cracks in the walls. Crow-Head-Gold-Wings was the name of this doughty fellow. It had a green neck andpurple-black wings streaked with gold. Its head was thick, body broad-backed, and its legs were long with muscular thighs. Crow-Head-Gold-Wings fed upon crumbs, shreds of fruit or flower stamens, but mostly other insects. Truly, a superior cricket! Yet rare.


  I only found one fully-grown, lurking near Father’s chair. In truth, I thought it so beautiful that, notwith-standing its fierce reputation, I chose never to let it fight.


  For a whole autumn it chirruped and sang in the cage above my bed, a sound so pure and hopeful it elevated my spirit. By the tenth month it was dead. I found it curled at the bottom of the cage, a crumpled, forlorn thing. Losing its companionship made me wail terribly. Mother ran to see what was wrong.


  I felt guilty in the midst of my grief. As Crow-Head-Gold-Wing’s master, was I not its father? Yet I had not been able to prolong its life.


  My own father mocked my tears. He reproached me for losing face in front of the servants. Even Mother shook her head sadly, chiding me for being too sensitive, warning that worse losses occur in life. I was inconsolable.


  ‘Trees may prefer calm,’ she said. ‘But the wind will not subside.’


  In reply I composed a short poem in Crow-Head-Gold-Wing’s honour, which I recited in secret to Mother. She listened carefully, then persuaded Father that I should begin learning my characters without further delay. A monk was duly hired from a nearby Daoist monastery for that purpose.


  No poem could save Crow-Head-Gold-Wing, and I never found another like him. I wonder where the dust ofhis tiny, valiant body has blown, fragile as a lost day, fleeting as childhood.


  One morning, Father ordered me to collect wine and a bamboo basket of food from the kitchen. I was ten years old. We left the house as a flight of geese passed noisily over the valley. Father leant on his stick and peered up, muttering to himself. Then he struggled out of the village toward Mulberry Ridge. I remember longing that people would see me being useful to him.


  It was a slow journey. Often he gasped with pain. On the ridge he sat for a long while, regaining his breath. I crouched in silence, hugging my knees, gazing out across the plain, until his chesty voice startled me, as if from a dream:


  ‘Little Yun Cai, what is it that fascinates you?’


  Not knowing the required answer, I bowed in embarrassment. He grew impatient.


  ‘What makes you stare?’


  I wanted so hard to please him. Then I recalled an educated neighbour reciting a poem in our house. Father had seemed truly delighted. Closing my eyes, I spoke uncertainly at first, then boldly:


  Green green the far off willows, Far far the town of Chunming.


  Beyond the horizon only future.


  I must travel toward haze and mist.


  As soon as the words were spoken, I wondered where they came from. Certainly a higher, better place than Wei.


  Yet I barely understood what the poem meant. Father shifted, uneasily.



  ‘Who taught you that?’


  ‘No one, Father.’


  ‘Do not lie to me. Who taught you that verse?’


  ‘Nobody, I swear.’


  He glared at me.


  ‘Father, I thought of the words because. . . to please you. I often hear songs and verses in my head. I’m sorry.’


  He looked at me in wonder.


  ‘You did make it up, didn’t you?’


  ‘Forgive me,’ I said, fearfully.


  To my surprise, he laughed his dry laugh.


  ‘There’s not a gentleman for fifty li with a son who can compose like that! So your mother is right about your true talents. She was always shrewd. When you were born, I prayed that you would win renown in the Glorious Destiny Regiment. Now I see you are heading a different way.’


  That afternoon he said nothing more, but drank his wine and ate his basket of rice and river shrimp. Though I did not know it, those lines of verse, crude and childish, but highly precocious, had determined my fate.


  Everyone knows poetry is the key to wealth and office.


  Only those who can reproduce the wisdom of the classics through faithful imitation dare hope to pass the examinations and enter the Emperor’s vermilion doors. Then the way to honour and esteem for one’s family lies wide open, a road lined with envy and precious things. Father was well aware that scholar-officials were the real power in the land of Sung. The Son of Heaven distrusted military men,fearing his generals might attempt to seize the throne for themselves.


  That same evening, Father summoned a monk to write a long letter to his brother, my Uncle Ming, in the capital, and set about waiting for the reply. He was good at waiting, as with everything else. Yet I sensed his impatience.


  For he had made up his mind I was to pass the Emperor’s examination and become a high official.


  Six months were all that remained of childhood, before I had to change from a spoilt, carefree boy to an anxious scholar. My time in Wei was drawing to its end. Mother hugged me frequently, and made me a suit of clothes far too big, as though she hoped to keep warm my future self. Sometimes she wept for no reason. Once she took me aside when Father was away in the village and whispered:


  ‘You must promise me one thing, Yun Cai. Do you promise?’


  ‘What is it, Mother?’


  ‘Do you promise?’ she repeated, fiercely.


  By now I was alarmed.


  ‘Yes,’ I said, wide-eyed.


  ‘When you reach the capital, you must never provoke or offend Honoured Aunty in any way. Do you understand? Never.’


  Honoured Aunty was Uncle Ming’s official wife. I nodded earnestly.


  ‘Do not forget. She will always be mindful that you are my son. That is why you should keep on the right side of her. And do not mention any of this to Father.’


  That night I dreamt of a cold, beautiful woman who Itook to be Honoured Aunty. In my dream she was the Empress Lu, cruelly torturing the Lady Qi, who was Mother. I woke up screaming.


  One month passed, then three, and four. Everyone in Three-Step-House began to treat me with new respect, even Father, as though I had been singled out for something auspicious and remarkable.


  There is a huge boulder on the hillside above Three-Step-House, where I often sat at this time. I used to scramble up its side, nimble as a mountain goat, and resist Little Wudi’s attempts to join me by poking a stick at him.


  We called it Wobbly-Watch-Tower-Rock. At the top I would settle and gaze west, a cool breeze stirring the tuft on my head. Crag and cliff rose against skies of earnest blue. Cloud like a dense plain broken by scattered peaks, snow-capped and enticing, waiting to be climbed. Those mountain-moods formed my soul.


  Uncle Ming’s eldest son arrived to collect me at the end of autumn. A long procession of camels and strangely-garbed men climbed up Wei Valley. At the news of their coming, Mother stood stock still, helplessly wringing her hands beneath long, trailing sleeves. She hurried off to a private chamber to compose herself.


  Cousin Hong seemed a prince. He alighted from a litter lugged by eight sweating servants and his green silks glittered like polished jade in the sun. Gold amulets and charms to preserve him on the road hung from his clothes.


  His plump, pale face wore a smile of amused contempt. I glanced nervously at Father. To my amazement, even he seemed in awe of this strange, gorgeous fellow. It was our first glimpse of Uncle Ming’s wealth, and instead of admiration, it taught shame. Our Lordship of Wei, which had seemed so bright with honour, suddenly paled. Many contradictory and unwelcome sensations contend within the breast of a poor relation.


  Father’s impatience for me to commence my studies meant I faced a winter journey to the capital. We left before dawn the next day, after a brief ceremony. I could not help weeping, and Cousin Hong made a great joke of my tears.


  Days on road or river brought a thousand new sights and smells. Stooping peasants glimpsed in distant fields, boatwomen plying their oars, or high officials whose carriages dripped with silver – all fed my imagination in ways too subtle to conceive.


  We travelled overland through a bare, wind-picked country, colours bled by the winter drought. Cousin Hong rode in his litter while I perched among the baggage on a camel’s back, wrapped in a cloak of sheep’s fur. At night we slept in village hostelries or small towns. They seemed vast cities to me. My senses and thoughts were in constant confusion.


  I soon realised that Cousin Hong found me unworthy of notice. One evening, after we had dined in our usual silence, I recited the poem I had improvised for Father on Mulberry Ridge. No doubt I wished to impress him. To my surprise he grew angry.


  ‘So you can bleat, as your father boasted! Understand at once, I am not interested. My father can hire a dozen poets any time he likes. He is only adopting you because he has a soft heart. You will fail the examination and be sent back to your hut in the mountains with a scorched backside.’


  His outburst shocked me. No one had ever treated me in so low a way.



  ‘ My father saved the life of General Yueh Fei at the Battle of T’su Hu Pass!’ I cried. ‘We are noble, not common peddlers!’


  Cousin Hong laughed dryly, but I could tell my words stung. Even he realised there are qualities beyond the reach of cash coins threaded on a string.


  We were delayed by blizzards for several weeks and had to spend the New Year celebration a hundred and fifty li north of the capital, in a village whose name I gladly forget, a place where only the lice were energetic. Cousin Hong literally ground his teeth, and I started to feel sorry for him.


  Holed up in a miserable inn, while a curious dog inserted its snout up his fine silk coat, he got drunk and poured out his troubles. I listened silently. As I came to learn, he was missing a fine time by his absence from the capital at New Year. Wine lent him eloquence.


  He told me of the New Year markets where dishes of rice coloured green, red, white, black and yellow were auctioned. To eat them brought good fortune and he always bid the highest. He told me of painted door gods and paper streamers bearing lucky characters, covering the festival-city like blossom. Firecrackers and gongs and drums filled the streets with noise, so that only a fool bothered to think. Men dressed as gods paraded on stilts.


  Chimes and flutes chased misfortune round the Pond of Dragons, then through the Gate Of The Eastern Flowering, never to return.


  ‘We must get back in time for the Feast of Lanterns!’ hemumbled drunkenly, as though to a dear friend. ‘Ah, Yun Cai, then you will see something.’


  ‘Let us depart tomorrow!’ I cried, in my high-pitched voice.


  I should add that he had favoured me with a cup of strong wine, to ‘float in’ the New Year.


  ‘What of the snow? Only a madman travels in snow.


  We would shiver all the way.’


  ‘Let us shiver! Father marched in blizzards when he was an officer. Order the servants to prepare our departure!’


  Cousin Hong bristled for a moment. Such decisions lay with him, not a boy. Then he laughed.


  ‘You understand nothing. My litter is heavy. The bearers would sink in the snow.’


  ‘Ride on one of the camels like me. Have the litter follow behind. That way, we shall reach the city in time for the festival.’


  He belched.


  ‘No wonder your father is called a hero,’ he said, wonderingly. ‘You’ll end up a general for sure!’


  But he did as I advised, and as a result we reached the capital in time for the Feast of Lanterns. Cousin Hong never forgot this episode and afterwards nicknamed me


  ‘Little General’. It was good that I had one friend in Uncle Ming’s house, even an unsteady one. I had need of any friend.


  We caught our first glimpse of the capital as night was falling. Here I must win honour and esteem or scuttle back to the mountains, a failure in my own and Father’seyes. Cousin Hong had driven the servants forward all day with promises and threats. For several li the sky to the east glowed, as though from a great fire. When I remarked on it, Hong chuckled.


  ‘Wait and see!’ he cried. ‘Just you wait, Little General!’


  We were in a low valley full of roadside tombs, then the City of Heaven spread before us.


  It seemed ablaze, but not consumed. Small flashes, like distant lightning, sparked across the horizon. A low rumbling filled the air.


  We descended the hillside in haste and found ourselves beside a jetty on the shore of the West Lake. Miles of water glittered in the moonlight, covered with boats of every size, like fireflies scattered across a grey mirror. Each bore a lantern, some many, so they were beaded with strings of light. Cousin Hong leapt from his camel and rushed to the shore. By chance a fishing skiff was moored there, rocking alarmingly. Inside a couple were disporting themselves.


  ‘Hey you!’ he cried, apparently blind to what was going on. ‘Hey you! Take us to the city and you’ll earn three hundred cash.’


  The young fisherman and his wife (assuming they were married, a large assumption at festival-time) fumbled with their clothes. Unabashed, Cousin Hong jangled three strings of cash coins, feverishly repeating his offer. He was a man possessed by demons. I believe he would have traded half his inheritance to enjoy the festival. Within a minute the bargain was settled. The fisherman stood by the large oar at the rear of his craft and we scrambled aboard. His ‘wife’ stood disconsolate on the shore. It was my first lesson that anything was for sale in the City ofHeaven. Now Cousin Hong lolled like an emperor in the prow and I was left to gaze.


  We passed dragon ships poled by men drunk and singing. Everyone tipsy and gay. Fast boats propelled by paddle-wheels formed a wake of moon-lit foam. Others were floating restaurants, crammed with talking, eating, laughing people, young and old, silk robes catching the light, hard faces softened by lamp-glow. We passed the decorous craft of nobles and outrageous barges full of coarse singing girls, enticing any who would hop aboard into curtained booths.


  Cousin Hong triumphantly pointed out places of interest on the shore. Here, the Monastery of the Miraculous Mushroom where a junk was moored. He told me it was never launched because each time it set sail a storm followed. There, the famed pagoda on Thunder Point, an octagonal tower built entirely of blue-glazed bricks. It glittered that night like a barbarian’s savage blue eyes. Huge statues of the Buddha carved into cliffs. Stands of willow or bamboo where parties could be glimpsed, dancing or revelling. Cousin Hong roared out coarse greetings to strangers as we passed.


  In the midst of this uproar, one grey-bearded old man sat patient as a heron on the shore, fishing rod in hand.


  At last we reached the Eastern Shore and disembarked.


  By now I was terrified and elated. Cousin Hong fell to his knees and kissed a handful of dirt. He summoned a wine seller, and bought a large jar, which he drank in one, wine dribbling down his chin. Passers-by applauded and cheered.


  His belch, when he finished, was like a thunder-crack.


  ‘Follow me, Little General!’ he cried. ‘If you lose me, it will be your own look out!’


  *


  


  I took his warning to heart. The crowds jostled and shoved, remorselessly circulating. Not one of those people knew my name or had a reason to care for me. I clung to my cousin like a monkey attached to its owner’s wrist by a cord.



  Buildings towered. Houses lit by numberless lanterns, some made of glass with many facets, others of coloured paper. A million tongues were chattering until individual voices were lost.


  Cousin Hong stopped frequently, stuffing delicacies into his plump face, downing cups of warm wine. His appetite seemed boundless. For all my confusion, I sensed he was anxious to be returning home.


  Crowds gathered around acrobats, their faces painted like idols. We passed a show of marionettes, paper figures dancing on sticks. I stared at women wearing head-dresses shaped like butterflies. Precious, mysterious creatures compared to our homely mountain-girls. Ladies in dresses white as frost, accompanied by bellowing young gentlemen, lanterns hanging from long staves like dancing stars.


  Urchins burned pellets of coal-dust which flared beneath skipping feet. Fireworks of bamboo crackled and banged.


  I had never heard so much noise except during a storm. It was the roar of humanity, in a certain mood.


  At last we reached a large, forbidding gatehouse and Cousin Hong instantly sobered. Statues of the gate-gods glared down at us, scimitars in hand. He turned to me and grinned. ‘Little General,’ he said. ‘Now your new life begins.’


  Uncle Ming’s residence in the capital demanded many adjustments. My childhood freedoms were at an end, lost in a maze of strangers. I was utterly dependent on my relatives; not merely to fulfil Father’s hopes, but for every mouthful in my bowl.



  One must always begin with home. Uncle Ming’s overlooked the Great Wine Market, adjoining the Imperial Way. Within high boundary walls, topped with metal spikes to deter thieves, were a dozen buildings where Uncle Ming’s sway was absolute. At the rear of the enclosure ran South Canal, busy with boats and barges and the singsong cries of river-folk. I came to know it well, for my bedroom leant over the water, at the top of a low wooden tower.


  Besides the house intended for his family, the enclosure contained warehouses and breweries, as well as accom-modation for servants and apprentices. It was a place of constant bustle. Fermentation and the clatter of jars were continual. The sweet, heady scent of wine floated like a tender mist. Uncle Ming had many customers to satisfy, including nobles and the Imperial Court.


  The front gatehouse gave straight onto the Wine Market, and for four days of the week thousands thronged there. Such variety! Simple stalls displaying a few home-brewed jars. Poor men hoping to sell wine by the cup. Fine merchants in wooden pagodas on wheels, where they conducted business, softening up customers with free samples. Soldiers and market-officials on the look-out for bribes, however small.


  There were always dozens of drunkards, drawn like bees to an ever-open flower. Food-sellers tended charcoal braziers, crying out to passers-by. Steamed dumplings.


  Rice cakes. Pork fried with ginger, anise and bitter melon.



  Salt-fish spread in a paste on buns. Prawn sauce flavoured with lime. One man kept a kennel of panting, over-stuffed puppies behind his stall; I have rarely tasted meat so tender.


  Uncle Ming’s house stood on the shady side of the square. In summer this was a blessing and relief. The rest of the year we shivered, especially in the family apartments. There is nothing colder than fashionable, black lacquer furniture; or dull, conventional pictures of angry gods. Rooms swept obsessively until there was no trace of dust or muddle. These chambers were Honoured Aunty’s domain.


  Honoured Aunty was Uncle’s first wife and the mother of his three official sons. Cousin Zhi, the youngest, spoilt and vain, clung to his mother in ways which made me wonder about their relations. He was short and wiry as a fox, and quite as dainty. Then there was Cousin Yi-Yi, a strapping, amiable fellow, but one that would normally be classified as an idiot. Finally, Cousin Hong, the first-born, and Uncle’s heir.


  Honoured Aunty ruled the family through force and guile. Her eyebrows were exceptionally long and curved, betraying an angry temperament. A short, dumpy woman, she had married Uncle when he was still poor, and hawked his wares on the street until freed by prosperity.


  Her clothes, though of the finest – and I soon became aware she took professional advice on matters of style –never seemed to quite fit. Her favourite haunt was a gilded, ivory chair decorated with carved dragons. She had ordered a similar throne for Uncle, though I never saw him use it. Around this cardinal point the servantsscurried. Others came on business, including a sorcerer who had daily converse with demons. I was terrified of this old man, with his spells and brazier for burning animals’ tender organs. One day he winked at me suggestively and said (he was inebriated at the time): ‘I hope my mistress’s enemies don’t hear about the curses I place on them. They might wonder why they are always in good health.’ After this I avoided him even more. His taste for young boys was notorious in the household, and Honoured Aunty sometimes insisted the prettiest of the apprentices satisfy it.


  As for her attitude to me, I was grateful for indifference.


  Cousin Zhi was her obsession, leaving no energy for anyone else. Despite the edict that every son should follow the profession of his father, she had consulted the most expensive astrologers in the city, and determined he would pass the examination to become an official and gain the highest honours. Needless to say, Cousin Zhi was in complete agreement with this destiny.


  I recall one interview with Honoured Aunty, a week after my arrival. She summoned me before her splendid chair and set about me with a bamboo-stick of questions.


  I knelt before her, head bowed.


  ‘How many silk dresses does your mother own?’


  ‘I do not know, Honoured Aunty. Forgive me.’


  ‘How many servants do your parents have?’


  ‘A dozen in the house. Then there is the whole village.’


  This answer displeased her.


  ‘What title does my husband’s brother use?’


  ‘Lord,’ I said, simply.


  ‘You seem very sure of yourself. Remember you are in my house now.’


  Her tone frightened me. My position was precarious, without a single friend in a limitless, strange city. I remembered my mother’s warning to never offend her.



  ‘If I am at fault, Honoured Aunty, I beg a thousand pardons,’ I said.


  ‘How many pigs are there in your father’s sty? I take it he eats meat once a week, or does he find it too expensive?’


  And so it went on.


  ‘Does your father travel by litter or walk everywhere?


  No doubt he cannot afford a horse.’


  I forget the other questions. There were many. Finally she touched upon her true fears.


  ‘They say you write good poems and this is why your father thinks you will succeed in the examination. Is this true?’


  I shrugged modestly. Yet a note of defiance touched my voice, the tiniest trace, for I sensed her iron, vengeful nature. I sensed, too, she respected strength.


  ‘In the City of Heaven,’ I began, then fell silent.


  ‘What? Speak louder!’


  I recited a poem composed to impress my new teachers at the Academy. A formal, tiresome piece, yet exceptional from one so young. I have it still on a yellowed sheet of paper, my brush-strokes crude and earnest. It provoked amazement when I showed it to my teachers, for I had mimicked the court style of the Early Tang perfectly, through complex internal rhymes and an elaborate pattern of tones.


  In the City of Heaven a thousand voices.


  Urgent fluttering wings of cicadas.


  Crickets sing until daybreak.



  I must heed when teachers speak.


  Honoured Aunty stared at me, for once confused.


  ‘Enough!’ she cried in a shrill voice, clapping her hands.


  ‘Tell the servants to bring your Cousin Zhi to me at once.’


  I scurried off gladly.


  After that Honoured Aunty ignored me except for sideways glances when I entered the room. This was something I avoided at all costs. Yet I had only just begun to make her acquaintance.


  Uncle Ming reminded me of Father, in that they differed in almost every way. In those days Uncle was at the height of his wealth. Fat hung in folds from his body. His pale, round face resembled the moon; especially his benign, empty smile. Honoured Aunty chose his clothes, so naturally they were extravagant and as ill-fitting as her own.


  This aspect of Uncle’s appearance often worked to his advantage, particularly among the nobility, who at once felt superior to him, and at ease.


  His appetites were tremendous, both for food and drink, but also singing girls. He maintained a pavilion full of such beauties beyond the city walls. It was rumoured some of these girls had died or disappeared suddenly, as soon as they gained a hold on Uncle’s affections.


  Naturally, Honoured Aunty was blamed. Perhaps she circulated these rumours as a way of saving face.


  Even though I lived beneath his eaves, Uncle Ming remained a mystery. Having discharged his duty to Father by arranging for my education, he ignored me apart from beaming with goodwill. But then he smiled like that toeveryone. At last, a week after my arrival, he summoned me. It was dusk, his office full of shadows. The room smelt of spirits and he had a coarse, earthenware wine cooler by his side. His eyes were over-bright, and his smile somehow too fixed.


  ‘Ah, Nephew! Come! Come!’


  I kneeled, touching the dusty floorboards with my forehead, aware he was watching. At last Uncle Ming leaned forward.


  ‘When your father asked me to take you in, I could hardly refuse,’ he said. ‘You will find me quite generous, Nephew. Quite generous. But let us understand one another. You are here to pass examinations. Nothing else.


  That is what I promised your Father. Do not shame me by failing, or, Little Nephew, you shall find me far from amiable.’


  I crawled out like a cowed puppy.


  Another time our paths crossed in a way which made him notice me. It was a year after my arrival in the capital. I was wandering the streets and passed an alley notorious for a certain restaurant. It served an unusual, though by no means illegal, type of meat, cooked in the manner of lamb. All varieties of two-legged mutton could be bought there, from old to younger flesh, and each dish had a special name. In times of famine such restaurants did a brisk trade, but during plenty they were frequented only by connoisseurs. A banner hung above the entrance, bearing the words ‘Lucky Bowl’.


  As I hurried past a familiar figure emerged, bowed out by several waiters. He had a singing girl on each arm.


  Both girls were garlanded with pink lotus blossom. Uncle Ming took one look at me and his customary smile lapsed.


  *


  


  He summoned me over and sent the singing girls on ahead. I flinched.



  ‘Nephew,’ he demanded. ‘What are you doing here?


  Why are you not studying for your examinations?’


  ‘Just walking, Uncle.’


  He surveyed me unsteadily.


  ‘I take it you have already forgotten my dining companions?’


  For a moment I was confused. Did he mean the people he had dined with or on?


  ‘You are alone, Uncle,’ I said, quickly. ‘I do not understand.’


  His usual smile reappeared. Extracting a string of cash from his belt, he took hold of my hand and deposited the coins there. Then he slowly closed my fingers round the money, and patted my arm. His own fingers were greasy.


  As he leant forward, his breath fascinated and appalled me.


  ‘Buy yourself something to eat!’ he winked. ‘I can recommend the Lucky Bowl, but don’t tell Honoured Aunty.


  She might get strange ideas about who should be on the menu! Ha! Ha!’


  It was the nearest thing to a joke I ever heard him utter.


  Of course, I followed his first suggestion and ignored the latter.


  An ox must tirelessly haul the plough to earn its feed; a scholar must gain success to retain his distinctive blue robe. If the ox shows weakness, he is eaten, right down to his hooves. So it was for me. Once established in UncleMing’s household my days formed a pattern of toil which endured for years, broken only by festivals or illness.


  I would arise at cock-crow and struggle into my blue scholar’s gown, ink-stained and threadbare at the elbows.


  After a breakfast of millet porridge and salty pickles, I hurried to the front gate. Here would be assembled an entourage several strong, supervised by Honoured Aunty, her face a mask as she barked out orders and rebukes. The entourage was not for myself, but Cousin Zhi. One flunkey to carry his scrolls bound with rhinoceros hide, another for inks and brushes, a third bearing a large wicker box containing meats and dishes known to nourish the brain. The fourth anxiously angled a huge, tasselled parasol. I would bow low, satchel on my back, and hurry past them to the wine market where my own escort awaited.


  Why Cousin Yi-Yi chose to accompany me to the Provincial Academy each morning, I could not say. He was, however, a simpleton, so I didn’t enquire too deeply.


  Yi-Yi had been blessed by nature in one regard only.


  Everything about him was outlandishly large, especially his amiable, misshapen face. I later heard his other organs were proportioned the same way.


  We would proceed through the streets in silence, nimble boy and ambling giant, past bridge and canal, hawker and street-cry, scents of night-soil, wood-smoke, fried food seeping from buildings several stories high. Voices surrounded us like mist.


  At last we entered the many courtyards of the government enclosure; soldiers and officials bustling, some with scrolls under their arms, others in polite debate. I should add we passed a palace where lesser courtesans intendedfor the use of visiting ambassadors were housed.


  Sometimes we spied a curtain parting suggestively, though we never saw the ladies themselves. I finally realised these glimpses were the sole reason Yi-Yi accompanied me.Cousin Hong once informed me – he thought it a great joke – that Yi-Yi would spend the entire morning masturbating in his room after seeing a curtain twitch. So for all his idiocy, Yi-Yi possessed imagination. He was faithful to the dominant sentiment of his family: desire.


  Each morning I took my place in that long, bare room full of boys. All were from good families, or at least, wealthy ones. The fees were beyond most people’s means, including my Father’s. Only the goodwill of Uncle Ming enabled me to study at the Provincial Academy.


  We sat on the dusty floor, writing blocks on our knees, mixing ink in preparation for the day’s lesson. Teachers and their assistants prowled up and down with bamboo sticks, vigilant for murmurs or disrespect. Cousin Zhi sat near the front among a small group of merchants’sons, laboriously following every instruction from the teacher.


  Beside me knelt a thin, feeble-looking boy with a sharp, inquisitive face who I came to know better than myself.


  His wide eyebrows were of noble proportions and his large nose indicated a formidable character. His name was P’ei Ti. I soon learned that, for him, the Provincial Academy and First Examination were a tedious formality.


  His family had been scholar-officials for generations, some achieving great honour. He never acknowledged me except to whisper among his friends the nickname


  ‘Mountain Goat’, in a voice loud enough for me to hear.


  The reason for his mockery was plain. Each monthlyexamination in the Five Classics ended the same way. I came first and he second, unless we were studying theBook of History, at which he excelled. From the start he showed an aptitude for governance.


  Success gained me few friends, partly because of my strange accent, and also, I suspect, because P’ei Ti influenced the other boys. Who was I, after all? My father might well be a brave soldier (the tale of his heroism had even reached the capital), but in those days, as now, it was the fashion to despise soldiers until they torched your house.


  Memories of our school-room. . . paper-winged flies. . .the drone of a voice reciting passages from theBook ofChangesor theBook of Rites. . . moments of fear when students were beaten for falling asleep. . . copying characters outmoded a thousand years ago, every brush stroke charged with the exhilaration of magical power. . . squatting by myself in the courtyard for a midday meal of rice and salt-fish, while Cousin Zhi was served by his lackeys, poorer boys hanging round, hopeful for leftovers. . .angles of sunlight catching flocks of dust motes. . . the mid-afternoon gong releasing me into the city, a thousand fascinations, as I walked home.


  All these things existed. And are no more.


  Of course, there were those who wished to send me back to the mountains. My success had provoked Cousin Zhi’s ill-will. His own marks were unexceptional. Indeed, he fluttered between pass and fail as a moth flaps round a lamp, scorching itself but never quite destroyed. Had I not been part of his household, he could have ignored me. As it was, my presence continually reminded him of disappointing his mother, an unbearable thought. Yet he darenot act against me openly because of Uncle Ming’s protection. Thus he resorted to guile.


  One midday break, before an examination for which he had prepared zealously, three of the lesser merchants’ sons approached me as I sat eating. I had noticed Cousin Zhi whispering to them earlier, passing round a large basket of honeyed buns.


  ‘Hey, Mountain Goat! Who are you to come here and insult our families!’ the leader shouted. ‘Go back where you belong! You’re not welcome here.’


  I continued to dip my chopsticks.


  ‘I hear your father is too poor to own a pig!’ squealed another, smaller boy.


  The weak are always behind every fight. His companions roared with laughter at his wit and he seemed to grow an inch. Still I ignored them.


  ‘Hey, I’m talking to you, Mountain Goat!’ shouted the first. ‘Explain yourself!’


  I finished my meal and closed the wooden lid of my rice box. In truth, I was shaking inside. The punishment for fighting was five strokes of the bamboo. Far worse, I would forfeit my right to sit the afternoon’s examination, thereby losing months of study. I didn’t care to think what Uncle Ming would say. Cousin Zhi had set a cruel trap. It was obvious his friends wished to provoke me into throwing the first blow.


  ‘I hear your father is a Mongol coward,’ shouted the leader desperately, looking over at Cousin Zhi for approval.


  The significance of his look did not escape me. Yet I was snared. This I could not ignore. I rose, my fists bunched.


  ‘Pah!’ I said. ‘Cheap singing girl! For a steamed bun you sing anything!’
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  I prepared to follow up my words with a punch.



  Suddenly there was laughter all around us. P’ei Ti and his cronies had formed a circle.


  ‘What do you say to that, Steamed-Bun-Singing-Girl?’he jeered.


  The boy glowered at me, then turned sheepishly away.


  Quite unexpectedly, I had won. In a moment P’ei Ti stood beside me.


  ‘Why didn’t you hit him?’ he asked, excitedly. ‘He insulted your father.’


  ‘Ah, but I did.’


  And it was true. Ever after my persecutor was known as Steamed-Bun-Singing-Girl. That afternoon I gained a slightly lower mark than Cousin Zhi, so perhaps his plan worked after all.


  When the gong signalled the end of our last lesson, I was free until supper-time. The City of Heaven lay at my disposal. Where did I go? A place Cousin Zhi or Honoured Aunty would never find me.


  In any life, energy and contradiction form patterns you never choose. So it was with Su Lin.


  It was summer when we met. The city panted in the heat. Dog-days without a single breeze to dispel torpor and freshen hope. I found her in an alley behind the Wine Market, where I had gone at twilight to escape the closeness of Uncle Ming’s house. My spirits should have been high, having come first in another monthly examination, yet I was troubled by a sense of emptiness. Success came too easily. I longed to challenge myself in new ways.


  She sat on a wooden doorstep, fanning herself as she sang, her girl’s voice sad and wistful, innocent and knowing. I might have passed by, except her song made me ache. It was a melody from the mountains, and her accent was my own.



  As she finished a verse I began the next. Her mouth opened in surprise, then she laughed that light, scornful laugh of hers. I finished the verse, standing awkwardly. At last I noticed her beauty, and frowned, as though she had challenged me in some way. Her ivory skin covered a perfect, tear-drop face, made enticing by plump lips and almond eyes. Her breasts and legs and thighs, though hidden by robes of the cheapest pink silk, were easily imagined. I cleared my throat.


  ‘It is too hot!’ I said.


  ‘Don’t you mean, how is it I know the same songs as you?’ she replied.


  She was older than me, fourteen to my twelve. At that age such distinctions are worlds. She yawned and stretched. I peeped shyly at her chest.


  ‘Seeing you interrupted my practice, small sir, have you nothing to say?’


  ‘Only this,’ I countered. ‘Why have you so little politeness?’


  She watched me languidly, her fan clicking.


  ‘You are from Chunming Province,’ she said. ‘I can tell from your accent. So am I.’


  I felt wrong-footed, and provoked. In truth, I suppressed an unaccountable desire to wrestle with her, to prove my superior strength.


  ‘Of course,’ I said, haughtily. ‘I am the son of the Lord of Wei Valley.’


  *


  This seemed to impress her. Encouraged, I added solemnly: ‘One day I will pass the Imperial Examination.



  That is why my father sent me here, that is why. . . I am.’


  She looked at me pityingly.


  ‘Is that all?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes, that is why,’ I said, doggedly. ‘My father sent me here to add to our family’s honour.’


  She sighed. Her pout fascinated me.


  ‘Then we are just the same,’ she said. ‘When I was eleven years old, my father sold me to a broker, a most horrible man, who then sold me to Madam, who owns this house. I, too, must pass many examinations.’


  Only then did I realise she was an apprentice singing girl.


  ‘We are the same in that,’ I conceded, lamely, and hurried on my way.


  The next evening drew me back to the alley. Her doorstep was empty, the plain wooden door closed.


  One cold, autumn morning Cousin Hong sent a servant to fetch me. He was enthroned in a small gatehouse at the rear of the family enclosure, alongside a table where a clerk was collecting rent from Uncle Ming’s many tenants.


  They formed a respectful line right out into the street. The clerk’s abacus clicked andcashcoins clinked on the scratched wooden table. Cousin Hong was eating almonds from a silver bowl, dipping them in rice brandy for sauce. He airily offered me one.


  ‘Eat it slowly,’ he advised. ‘It comes all the way from Tashkent.’


  A miserable, sick-looking man shuffled up to the clerk’s table. Wringing his hands, he bowed low and started to explain why he could not pay the rent. A shameful sight, and one I have never forgotten, though poor men were nothing new to me. Perhaps Cousin Hong’s response fixed his pinched face in my memory.



  ‘Pay or find your belongings on the street, you dog!’ he roared. ‘If you have a daughter, sell her! Get out, you thief!’


  The line of tenants murmured anxiously. Cousin Hong motioned to dismiss the clerk. While we talked, the tenants waited in the wind-picked street. Cousin Hong warmed his hands before a small charcoal brazier, then wagged a reproachful finger.


  ‘So, Little General, what is this I hear about you offending my brother Zhi? This will never do.’


  ‘I have done nothing,’ I protested.


  ‘Ah, but you have. You should understand our ways here. As Eldest Son I will inherit Father’s business. As for Yi-Yi. . . well, never mind him. But Little Brother Zhi is destined for great things. My mother has already decided which duke’s daughter he will marry when he is a great official. It would be unwise to upset such plans.’


  ‘How am I at fault? Please explain.’


  ‘Little General, is it sensible to keep beating Zhi in the examinations? Of course not. Why not come second more often, then everyone will be happy.’


  ‘Even if I came tenth, Cousin Zhi would not beat me,’ I said. ‘Is Uncle Ming displeased?’


  ‘Not in the least. But that doesn’t matter.’


  His advice appalled my pride. Yet I knew he meant it kindly.


  ‘My father sent me here precisely so I would pass,’ I said.



  ‘That is not my concern. Take this business with the boy who tried to pick a fight with you. My little brother complains he has lost friends because of it. It seems some of the other boys blame him for spreading rumours and causing trouble.’


  It was true Steamed-Bun-Singing-Girl no longer talked to Cousin Zhi, but that was hardly my fault. Hong offered me another almond.


  ‘And I hear,’ he continued. ‘You have made friends with boys of good family who should really be the companions of Zhi. One day those boys might be useful to him.’


  ‘P’ei Ti has become a friend,’ I admitted. ‘At least we always talk at midday.’


  ‘Exactly! Such a one should be talking to Zhi, not you.’


  ‘But why?’


  Cousin Hong considered, then shrugged.


  ‘Why? There is no good reason why. Why was that wretch unable to pay his rent? Why are we enjoying almonds harvested by pretty barbarian girls with plump thighs and he is deciding which of his daughters to sell?


  Only fools ask why. Better to ask what is.’


  I had never suspected Hong of philosophy, but all men need some principle to guide them. I also took the hint that I might end up like the poor tenant if I continued to offend Honoured Aunty and Cousin Zhi.


  I wandered the streets in disgust for an hour, eventually finding myself in the alley where I had met the singing girl.


  The piercing, autumn wind could not reach me here. A pool of cold sunshine lit the doorstep where she had sat.


  As I passed, the door opened and, to my surprise, shepoked her head out. I halted. We examined each other in silence. Then she smiled.


  ‘So you have come back to see me!’ she cried.


  She was dressed in a gaudy gown and wore cheap, yet tastefully arranged jewellery. Her face had been painted and rouged. I felt like a child in comparison. Given the life she led, I was not misguided.


  ‘Aren’t you pleased to see me, eldest son of the Lord of Wei?’ she asked, archly. Her coquettish look faded. ‘But you are upset. Someone has upset you.’


  She waved me to the step and we sat down. So close, her smell disturbed me. There was perfume, and a scent of wine, as well as something I could not name. Yet I poured out my difficulties, expecting she would find them incomprehensible. It was my first lesson to never underestimate her.


  ‘Pah!’ she said, finally. ‘You must carry on as you have and take no notice of them. If it is your destiny to be first then all their tricks will never make you last. Besides, your uncle will keep them in order. The fact he sent his heir to fetch you from Chunming Province shows the regard he holds for your father. Such a sense of duty is not a twig, but a strong branch. Besides, only an envious spirit would not realise your success helps Cousin Zhi, for you are related and dwell in his household. Thus he gains honour through you. Your uncle will understand this. But you must keep your mouth shut, whatever the provocation.


  They are clearly a bad lot.’


  I blinked at her, amazed by her shrewdness.


  ‘What is your name?’ I asked.


  ‘Su Lin.’


  ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Su Lin.’


  A look of weariness crossed her face. She glanced around the alley as though seeking some means of escape.



  ‘Do you like your life in the city?’ I asked.


  ‘No more than you,’ she retorted.


  ‘If I can help you, I will,’ I said. ‘Try me! I am faithful as a temple lion.’


  She laughed at my earnestness.


  ‘You don’t want to be one of them,’ she said. ‘They never go anywhere, but just sit all day with their tongues hanging out. . . like this.’


  She stuck out her own. I bridled at her mockery.


  ‘I know things you don’t,’ I said, doggedly.


  ‘And I know thingsyoudon’t.’


  Su Lin laid her hand on my arm.


  ‘Do not be angry,’ she said. ‘I like talking to you. You remind me of home. And you. . . don’t want anything from me.’


  ‘Ha! That’s where you are wrong.’


  She recoiled a little. Her face hardened.


  ‘I want to talk to you now and then,’ I said, aware I was making a complete fool of myself. ‘And you are from Chunming Province, like me.’


  We sat for a while in the afternoon sunlight. The sounds of the city faint around us. A couple were arguing hysterically. In the distance a watchman called the hour.


  ‘I do not like this house,’ she said, gesturing behind her in disgust. ‘Madam is cheap-minded and foolish. Already I can sing and play the pi-pa better than Madam. She teaches me nothing. I want to ride in a fine carriage and have servants and a pavilion by the West Lake, and my own barge for entertainments, and a garden with little waterfalls and flowers everywhere. The rarest, sweetestflowers! And I will fetch my mother and sisters and father from Chunming and look after them. Other girls have these things. Why not me?’


  I could not answer that question. Cousin Hong’s philosophy echoed in my ears. I thought of the man who was perhaps, as we spoke, negotiating a price for his daughter.


  As Su Lin’s father must have done.


  ‘One must always ask why,’ I said, answering my own doubt. ‘Otherwise we understand nothing. That is why I like to study. Without knowledge we are dust blown from one street to another, then back again.’


  I subsided, embarrassed by my outburst, which had begun to take the shape of a poem in my mind, characters forming neat, balanced columns.


  ‘I like it when you talk like that,’ she said, wonderingly.


  ‘Is that what they teach you at the Academy? Oh, I wish I was a man!’


  At once I knew how to interest her.


  ‘Can you read?’ I asked.


  She laughed mockingly.


  ‘I can read what men want better than you ever will!’


  ‘No, I’m serious. I could teach you. And to write. It’s easy.’


  Su Lin examined me shyly.


  ‘That would be good, I would love. . . but you don’t mean it. It is not nice to play games with a poor girl. Not nice at all.’


  ‘I do mean it. I could come here and teach you. Then we could talk some more.’


  ‘If you come here tomorrow at the same time I will know you mean it,’ she said.


  And the next evening I brought paper, ink and brush.


  Spreading a sheet across the door-step, I taught her to write her name.Su Lin. The characters for silence and forest.



  For two more years I toiled like a termite, until my four-teenth year.


  Each afternoon, once released from the Provincial Academy, I would hurry to my octagonal room in the low tower over-looking South Canal. Often, to appease low spirits, I practised the calligraphy which later won renown for its beauty. The strictures of Master Xie-He entered the fabric of my being and later served me well. That depictions should possess liveliness and be properly executed.


  That one must depict what is, using the right tones in the right order. Above all, harmony must be learnt by copying the masters, as one learns virtue from one’s father. Luckily I had many masters to copy, all due to the generosity of Uncle Ming, though it cost him little.


  I had discovered a large library of dusty scrolls, stored in the chamber beneath my bedroom, which he had forgotten he possessed. This library came his way in part-payment for a debt incurred by a scholar-official much given to wine and girls. Had Uncle Ming guessed the library’s true value, I have no doubt he would have sold it, but contracts and accounts were the only written matters he valued.


  At this time I also learned the lute, spending many hours in my room conversing with its gentle voice. It cured my loneliness, for a while.


  Three or four evenings each week, I left my studies and wandered to Su Lin’s alley. She had bought her own writing materials by then and I would teach her ten newcharacters each time we met. She learned fast, and greeted me like her dearest brother. Mostly we talked about our lives, or I did, for she never mentioned the business in Madam’s establishment except through hints. I was glad of this tact. The thought of other men. . . no, I did not like it. No bond other than friendship lay between us, for I was young, and backward in that regard, and she never chose to lead me forward.


  In one way I followed Su Lin’s advice scrupulously.


  Each provocation from Zhi or Hounoured Aunty splashed over me like water on a stone. Naturally, they discovered my trysts with Su Lin and tried to discredit me with Uncle Ming. As a result, he summoned me to his office next to the brew house.


  ‘Nephew, I hear bad things about you.’


  He was lolling on a low, padded divan and had clearly been sampling his own wares.


  ‘Forgive me, Uncle,’ I said, falling to my knees. ‘You are my father in this house.’


  My instant submission pleased him.


  ‘Honoured Aunty is not happy,’ he said. ‘You little rogue!’


  ‘I beg forgiveness.’


  ‘That’s all very well. What’s this I hear about you seeing a singing girl? I promised your father to make a scholar of you. Would you shame me?’


  ‘Honoured Uncle, my teachers are very satisfied with me. I come first in nearly every examination.’


  ‘So I understand. Perhaps that’s the problem, eh? You little scoundrel, you!’


  ‘Honoured Uncle, my relations with the singing girl are chaste. I am teaching her how to read and write.’


  ‘Eh?’



  ‘She’s like a sister to me.’


  This left him speechless.


  ‘Are you lying to me?’ he asked, at last.


  ‘No, Uncle. Even the singing girl’s Madam approves of my tuition.’


  ‘Of course she does! It adds value to the girl. Have they ever asked you for money?’


  ‘Never!’ I protested.


  By now I was fourteen years old and understood everything worldly, or thought I did.


  ‘They are taking advantage of you,’ he declared. ‘I do not like this. It shows disrespect towards me.’


  ‘I beg forgiveness,’ I said, bowing once more.


  ‘I’m not angry with you, Nephew,’ said Uncle. ‘Justthem. The women. Next time you teach her, demand a proper payment. And a word of caution. I would be betraying your father’s trust in me if I did not show you the right way. Slap her around a bit if she does not please you. She’s not family and she’s not reached a respectable position in her profession and she’s not your wife. If you need some money to set things on a proper footing, here’s a string ofcash. Off you go, boy.’


  I bowed my way out, leaving him well-satisfied, for whatever criticism may be uttered against Uncle Ming, he strove to fulfil his obligations.


  Fortunately, I was spared further annoyance from Cousin Zhi and Honoured Aunty by a simple event. At last, after a failed attempt, he passed the First Examination. The celebrations in Uncle Ming’s house lasted ten days and for the first time I saw Honoured Aunty laugh. The fact that I also passed, though two yearsyounger than Zhi, was entirely ignored, apart from a letter to Three-Step-House in which Uncle expressed the utmost self-congratulation.


  I celebrated by spending an evening in the back courtyard of Su Lin’s house. She poured warm wine and fed me dumplings stuffed with pork and ginger. She sang gentle songs in our mountain dialect – of deserted wives and true lovers, of the harvest and hunt. That night I kissed her with passion for the first time. She made no objection when I buried my head in her breasts, their musky scent making me drunker than the wine. Their firmness in my longing hands, the discovery of her tightening buds! Is it unseemly for an old man to recall such things? I cannot help myself. Desire took hold of me, though I needed guidance to appease it. And surely I had earned that reward. Yet, to my surprise, Su Lin began to cry. She who never wept easily.


  ‘I am so happy for you,’ she said, between sobs. ‘You have been the kindest of brothers to me. Oh, Yun Cai!’


  Then she ran out of the courtyard into the house. There was a clicking of bolts. I reeled, too drunk to see anything but spinning stars in the clear night sky over the city. How I made my way home I do not know.


  When I returned the next day I discovered Su Lin was no longer in residence.


  ‘She’s gone away,’ said her Madam, curtly. ‘I’ve sold her on to another establishment. But you’re a good boy. Come back when you’re older, any time! And if you want to teach another of my girls to write, that’s fine with me.’


  ‘Where has she gone?’ I managed to croak.


  Madam tapped my cheek with her folded fan and chuckled.


  *


  


  ‘Never you mind. You can’t afford her now, that is for sure.’



  I left like a beaten dog.


  How long did my sorrow last? A week? A month? I cannot recall. Certainly it spoilt my triumph at winning a place in the Metropolitan Academy. More than a friend, I lost my capacity to trust wholeheartedly. I saw Su Lin’s gay, artful conversation and affectionate words in a new, hateful way. Her anecdotes of life in Chunming and haunting mountain songs. Her slender hand on my arm, which seemed to promise so much. I had been used.


  Would Su Lin practise her new-found ability to write by sending me a letter? No letter came. Or even pass a message through a porter or servant? No message arrived.


  When I shared my hurt with Cousin Hong, expecting him to jeer (I wished to be humiliated for my folly, punished, I deserved it), he wagged a reproachful finger.


  ‘This a valuable lesson, Little General,’ he said. ‘You won’t learn a lesson like this in your precious Academy.


  Never pay in advance unless you can help it. If you’d used her services in instalments, everyone would be happy.’


  I resisted such wisdom by reading and re-reading sheaves of love poems, learning dozens by heart until the bitter-sweet chime of their words echoed in my soul. Then I began to write my own, awkward, crude imitations, offerings to my distress, forerunners of my later success.


  For it is as a poet of loss and regret that I became best known.


  For the first time I fell behind in my studies, and UncleMing’s frowns suggested consequences I dared not contemplate. Honoured Aunty thoughtfully watched my discomfort until I wondered if she had a hand in my dear friend’s sudden removal. It was as though Su Lin had died and I was in mourning. I never suspected how easily love returns from its grave.
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