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CITY OF FICTION



WENCHENG I


1.

			There was a man in Xizhen who held property in the Wanmudang. He had over a thousand mu of fertile fields, crisscrossed by rivers and streams that stretched over the land like thickly tangled tree roots. Rice and wheat, corn and sweet potatoes, cotton and canola, wild reeds and grasses, stands of trees and bamboo—like the rising and setting sun, new crops sprang up to replace the old ones, flourishing throughout the four seasons. The woodworking business he established was known far and wide. It produced all manner of things—beds, tables, chairs, stools, wardrobes, chests, side tables, basins, toilet buckets—which could be found in homes everywhere within a hundred li. It also produced bridal sedans and burial coffins, which made striking appearances amidst the music of the suona horns. 

			There was not a person along any of the land or water routes between Xizhen and Shendian who didn’t know this man named Lin Xiangfu. Everyone said he was a rich man, though when it came to his personal history and background, no one knew a thing. A thick northern accent was the only clue to his past, leading people to determine he had come to Xizhen from somewhere in the north. Many seemed to think he had arrived during the deepfreeze and blizzard seventeen years ago, when he had often been seen going door to door in the snow, clutching his infant daughter to his chest and begging for milk. He had looked like a clumsy bear, haltingly making his way over the snow and ice. 

			Back then, nearly every breastfeeding woman in Xizhen had encountered Lin Xiangfu, and they all have the same memory: whenever their own baby was crying to be fed, they’d hear a knock at the door. These women, then still in their younger days, remember this knock—it sounded like the faint tapping of a fingernail, which would pause for a moment, and then lightly resume. They remember clearly how this exhausted-looking man would always walk through the door with his right hand stretched out in front of him, a few coppers in his open palm. With sorrowful yet tearless eyes, impossible to forget, he would say in a raspy voice:

			“Please, take pity on my daughter—give her a few drinks of milk.” 

			His lips were so dry and chapped they looked like the ruptured, puckered skin of a boiled potato, and his hands, split open from the cold, were covered in dark red cracks. He would stand motionless in their homes, a wooden expression on his face as though in a different world. If someone passed him a bowl of hot water, he would seem to wake, gratitude filling his eyes. But if someone asked where he was from, he immediately became hesitant, and a faint “Shendian” would escape his lips. That was the town 60 li to the north, a hub of water transport that was a bit livelier and more flourishing than Xizhen.

			Everyone had a hard time believing that—his accent indicated he was from much farther north. He was unwilling to say where he’d come from, and unwilling to divulge his background. Unlike the men, the women of Xizhen were most interested in the baby’s mother. But when they inquired about her, Lin Xiangfu’s face would blanch, as blank as the snow covering the town, and his lips would close and remain shut. 

			This was their first impression of Lin Xiangfu—a man covered in snow, face obscured by his hair and beard, humble as a drooping willow bough and silent as the fields. 

			There was one person, though, who knew that Lin Xiangfu hadn’t arrived in Xizhen during the blizzard, but actually right after the tornado that had struck the town earlier. This man’s name was Chen Yongliang, and at the time he was the foreman of the goldmine in the western hills just outside of town. 

			The morning after the tornado, as he headed out toward the hills to assess the damage at the mine, he remembers seeing that stranger walking down the deserted streets. As Chen Yongliang left his house, which had lost its roof in the tornado, he saw that the whole of Xizhen was also roofless. Perhaps owing to the narrow streets and dense buildings, the trees had all luckily managed to stay put—although after the devastating winds they were now leaning this way and that, and had been stripped bare of their leaves, which had flown away along with the town’s rooftiles. As if it had just gotten a clean shave, Xizhen was now completely bald. 

			It was right then that Lin Xiangfu arrived in Xizhen. Walking into the rays of the rising sun, squinting as he carried the baby, he crossed paths with Chen Yongliang. Lin Xiangfu left a deep impression on Chen Yongliang that morning—his face lacked the hopelessness that usually follows a disaster, and instead seemed to be filled with relief. As Chen Yongliang approached, Lin Xiangfu stopped and asked in his thick northern accent:

			“Is this Wencheng?”

			Chen Yongliang had never heard of such a place, so he shook his head and said,

			“This is Xizhen.”

			Then Chen Yongliang noticed a pair of baby’s eyes. The stranger appeared lost in thought, and his lips repeated the name “Xizhen.” Chen Yongliang watched as the baby’s shining, jet-black eyes excitedly darted around. Her lips were tightly closed, as if it required such effort to remain strapped to her father. 

			From behind, all Chen Yongliang could see of Lin Xiangfu was an enormous bundle. It was wrapped in a coarse white cloth woven on a rickety northern loom, not a fine southern cloth of blue calico. This had already begun to yellow and was covered with stains. Chen Yongliang had never seen a giant bundle like this, tottering on the back of this sturdy northern man, as if an entire home were stuffed inside. 


2.

			This roaming northerner had come from north of the Yellow River, over a thousand li away, where fields of sorghum, corn, and wheat covered the land, where in winter the yellow earth stretched as far as the eye could see. He had spent his childhood dashing in and out amongst the lush green crops, and the sky of his youth had been shaded over by sorghum leaves. By the time he was sitting in front of a kerosene lamp moving his fingers over an abacus to take stock of the year’s harvest, he had already become an adult. 

			Lin Xiangfu had been born into a wealthy family. His father was the only one in their town to have passed the county-level imperial examinations, and his mother was the daughter of a man from the neighboring county who had passed the exams at the provincial level; although her family’s fortunes were in decline at the time of her birth, she was still well-read in the Confucian classics, giving her an agile mind and nimble hands. 

			When Lin Xiangfu was five years old, his father suddenly passed away. He loved woodworking, and had been making a small desk for Lin Xiangfu, along with a little stool to go with it. When they were finished, he laid down his tools and called out for his son. The last few sounds he made, however, were not Lin Xiangfu’s name, but rather cries of agony as he gripped his chest and fell to the floor. When the five-year-old Lin Xiangfu came to the door of the workshop, the sight of his father rolling around on the ground made him burst into giggles. He laughed until his mother came rushing in, knelt down beside his father, and began issuing a series of alarmed shrieks. Only then did the boy’s laughter turn to terrified wails. 

			This was perhaps Lin Xiangfu’s earliest memory. Several days later he saw his father laid out on a door plank, perfectly still with a white cloth covering his body. The cloth was a little short, and his feet stuck out the end. The young Lin Xiangfu studied this pair of white, bloodless feet for a long time; on the sole of one, he noticed an open wound. 

			His mother donned clothing he had never seen before. Draped in a hempen mourning cloak, she carried a bowl of water past him and out to the front gate. She stepped over the threshold and set the water on the ground, then sat down on the threshold and stayed there until the sun set below the mountains and the sky was completely dark. 

			His father’s death left Lin Xiangfu with over four hundred mu of land, a courtyard house with six rooms, and over a hundred books—bound volumes in their own cases, some with broken binding threads. His mother passed down to him both her familiarity with the Confucian classics and her deft management of the household, and as soon as he began to learn to read and write, his father’s last piece of craftsmanship—the little desk and stool—was placed in front of his mother’s loom. His mother would administer his lessons as she did her weaving. Amidst the creaking of the loom and his mother’s gentle voice, his studies progressed from the Three Character Classic to the Book of Han and the Records of the Grand Historian. 

			When he was thirteen, he began accompanying Tian Da, the steward, down to the fields to examine the crops. Just like the tenant farmers who worked his family’s land, he would walk along the edges of the fields, his legs covered in mud, sometimes crossing through paddy fields with Tian Da. When he returned home to continue his studies in front of his mother’s loom, his legs would still be covered in mud. He inherited his father’s love for woodworking, and at a young age he had already become familiar with axes, planes, and saws; when he set to work he would nearly forget to eat and sleep, and once he entered the workshop he would remain there for long stretches of time. When the fields were fallow, his mother would take him to neighboring towns and villages to learn from the master woodworkers there, and he would usually stay on as an apprentice for a month or two in the master’s house. The woodworkers who taught him their skills all praised his ability and dexterity, as well as his capacity for hard work, which was nothing like one would expect from the young master of a wealthy family. 

			When he was nineteen, his mother fell ill. Although not yet forty, she had already reached the end of her life. Years of hard work and the burden of widowhood had turned her hair gray, and deep wrinkles covered her face. Now she examined her son with new eyes—she noticed that he had grown as tall and sturdy as his father had been, and a look of relief flooded over her face. Whenever he came in from his workshop or from surveying the fields, he would move his little desk and stool over by the kang where his mother lay, prepare his ink and paper, open his books, and continue receiving her tutelage. By that time his woodworking skills had begun to garner a reputation, and although there were plenty of buyers for the desks and stools he turned out, he still used the little set his father had made him. 

			Right before she passed away, a series of images floated in front of his mother’s eyes—she saw her son grow bigger and bigger as he sat at the little desk and stool, while the writing brush in his hand grew smaller and smaller. A peaceful smile spread over her face, as if a lifetime of difficulty had finally achieved its just reward.

			On the last day of the tenth lunar month, his mother, who for some time had been unable to move, gathered the last of her strength and turned to stare at the open door, waiting for her son to appear. But as she waited, the light in her expectant eyes gradually faded. Her parting words to her son were nothing more than two large tears hanging in the corners of her eyes, as if to show she still worried about her son walking the road of life alone. 

			The scene that Lin Xiangfu saw when he was five years old repeated: now his mother lay on a door plank, her body covered with a white cloth she had woven before she died. Draped in filial mourning garb, Lin Xiangfu carried a bowl of water out to the gate, where he placed it on the ground. Just as his mother had done fourteen years earlier, he sat on the threshold. As evening approached, he looked out over the little path that stretched from their gate and wound its way to the main road. The main road continued on under the drifting chimney smoke and over the spacious land, stretching out toward the flaming sunset on the horizon. 

			Three days later, Lin Xiangfu buried his mother beside his father. Gripping the shovel with both hands, this young nineteen-year-old man stood there for a long time; behind him was the steward Tian Da and his four younger brothers. They stood there in total silence until night was about to fall, and only at Tian Da’s prompting did Lin Xiangfu slowly trudge back home. Then he wiped the tears from his face and resumed his life, just as he had been living it before. 

			Just as before, he rose early each day and went out to the fields with Tian Da to survey the crops, chatting with the tenant farmers as they worked. Sometimes he would roll up his pantlegs and work alongside them—he was no less proficient at farm work than they were. When he had spare time, he would spend long stretches of it sitting on his threshold; without the sound of his mother weaving, he no longer went to read those volumes of thread-bound books. He lived by himself like this for five years, gradually becoming more and more reticent. The Tian brothers were the only ones who came to his home, and only when they discussed the fields and crops would Lin Xiangfu’s voice be heard within those walls. 

			Every year in late autumn, Lin Xiangfu would gather together the silver he had accumulated from the year’s harvest, lead his donkey into town, and go to a qianzhuang—a local private bank—to exchange the silver for a small gold bar. He would also buy one or two lengths of satin. The gold bar he would place in a box hidden in an interior wall, and the satin he would store in a wardrobe in one of the inner rooms. 

			When she was still alive, this was something his mother would do. Storing away the gold had begun with the Lin family ancestors, while the satin was to use when her son got married. In the last year of her life, on sunny mornings when the weather was nice, this severely ill woman continued to take a length of satin, put it in a satchel, and wearily climb up on a donkey. Then Tian Da would lead the donkey down the dusty road, rocking and swaying into the distance. 

			As Lin Xiangfu recalled, his mother must have done this around ten times. Each time she returned, there was no longer any satin in her satchel, so he knew that his mother must not have taken a liking to the young woman—the satin had been left to help her family get over the disappointment, as was the old custom. When his mother returned home and handed the donkey over to Lin Xiangfu, she would give an exhausted smile and say,

			“I didn’t stay for a meal.”

			Lin Xiangfu knew this was the answer to the potential match. If his mother had stayed for a meal, it would have meant she had taken a liking to the girl. After her death, Lin Xiangfu continued this custom—when he went to town, he would pick up a length or two of satin in preparation for when he got married.

			Matchmakers had visited several times to introduce him to a future bride, and he dutifully followed them to the homes of these young women. Whenever he was in the home of a family of equal status and wealth, he appeared particularly hesitant. 

			Accustomed to his mother making these sorts of decisions for him, Lin Xiangfu was unsure how to handle all of this. The fact that she had come away empty-handed over ten times made Lin Xiangfu both hesitant and confused. Each time he met a new potential match, he wonder to himself: would his mother like this girl? In the end, it was always the same—he never stayed for a meal, and would leave behind the length of satin he’d brought.

			One time there was a beautiful, charming young woman who sparked his interest—this was in Liuzhuang, over thirty li away, and Lin Xiangfu was visibly impressed by the family’s grand courtyard mansion. After he was seated in the main hall, the girl’s father passed him some tobacco. Just as he was about to decline and say he didn’t smoke, he caught a look from the matchmaker, so he accepted. A beautiful young woman entered the room and, head bowed, slowly approached Lin Xiangfu; after filling his pipe, she demurely retreated. 

			Lin Xiangfu knew this was the woman he had come to see. Her hands were shaking as she filled his pipe, and when the matchmaker asked her a few questions, she didn’t respond. But when Lin Xiangfu and the young woman caught each other’s glances, her eyes lit up, and Lin Xiangfu felt his blood begin to surge. In the formal conversation that followed, Lin Xiangfu’s heart was racing and he had trouble expressing himself. When the young woman’s father asked him to stay for a meal, he clearly wanted to, but the look the matchmaker gave him changed his mind. He wavered a bit, then removed the satin from his bag and placed it on the table. The shocked look on the father’s face made him flush with shame, and he quickly stood up and took his leave. 

			On the way home, all Lin Xiangfu could see was the young woman’s beauty and the stunned expression on her father’s face, and a pain filled his heart. As they went, the matchmaker told him the reason she had indicated he should refuse the match was because she feared this Liu girl was deaf and mute: when she was filling Lin Xiangfu’s pipe, the matchmaker had said a few playful words to her, but she didn’t respond, and seemed not to have heard. Lin Xiangfu thought the matchmaker’s reasoning made sense, and yet he couldn’t seem to get this girl—Liu Fengmei from Liuzhuang—out of his mind. Only when they had nearly finished traveling the thirty li home and he could see his own house was he finally able to heave a long sigh and feel a bit more at ease. 


3.

			Just when twenty-four year-old Lin Xiangfu felt his marriage prospects slipping away, a young man and woman turned up at his door. The woman was wearing a floral qipao and a blue calico headscarf, and the man was in a bright blue changshan; both were carrying bundles on their backs. As they stood outside Lin Xiangfu’s front gate, they spoke so rapidly their words seemed to be taking flight. 

			It was evening, and when Lin Xiangfu heard their voices outside, he couldn’t understand a word. When he opened the door and went out, the man switched to an accent he could decipher. This bookish young man told Lin Xiangfu that they had been traveling on a horse-drawn cart when one of its wheels broke—the cart wouldn’t budge, it was getting dark, and the nearest inn was over ten li away. He paused for a moment, and then ventured to ask Lin Xiangfu if he might be willing to put them up for the night. 

			The young woman stood behind the man and looked Lin Xiangfu over with a timid smile as she removed her blue and white headscarf. Lin Xiangfu noticed a ray of the setting sun illuminating her graceful, delicate face. As she removed her scarf, she tilted her face slightly to the right, and something about that brief movement sent a jolt through Lin Xiangfu. 

			That evening, as the three of them sat chatting around a kerosene lamp, Lin Xiangfu learned that they weren’t husband and wife, but rather brother and sister. From the way they referred to each other, he learned that the sister was named Xiaomei, and her older brother was Aqiang. Lin Xiangfu studied them carefully and got the feeling they didn’t really seem like brother and sister. Aqiang, the brother, saw what Lin Xiangfu was thinking, and said his sister took after their mother, while he looked like their father. He added that the reason they didn’t look like brother and sister was because their parents looked so different from each other. Lin Xiangfu laughed when he heard this, and went on to learn that they came from a town called Wencheng, far away in the south—six hundred li on the other side of the Yangtze river, among the river and canal towns of the Jiangnan region. Aqiang said their hometown was right on the river, and as soon as you put a foot out your door you could step on a boat. Their parents had both passed away, so they were headed north to Beijing in search of their uncle. He had once worked in Prince Gong’s mansion, so Aqiang believed this uncle would have enough power and influence to get them set up in Beijing. 

			As they were talking they heard some loud braying outside, and Lin Xiangfu noticed that the brother and sister looked alarmed. He told them it was just his donkey, and they both exclaimed upon discovering that that was what a donkey sounded like. From this, Lin Xiangfu gleaned that their life in their southern Jiangnan town did not involve donkeys. 

			Lin Xiangfu talked about himself at length that evening. He talked about his hazy memories of his father and the clear ones of his mother, his thread-bound books, his mother’s loom, and the green curtain of crops that shaded his childhood. Finally, he told them that he was considered the wealthiest man within a hundred li. When he said this, he noticed that Aqiang’s eyes lit up, but when he looked at Xiaomei, she was still wearing the same shy smile. 

			Lin Xiangfu felt this was a joyful evening. After his mother died, this room had fallen into silence, but now it was filled with the continuous sound of voices. He liked this young woman named Xiaomei—although she didn’t say much, her eyes always suggested a smile. She sat across from him, fiddling nonstop with her calico headscarf, which Lin Xiangfu noticed featured a pattern of alternating phoenixes and peonies. Out of curiosity he leaned over for a better look and praised the elegance of the scarf, noting that the local scarves were all plain white. He heard her sweet voice say it was the “phoenix and peony” pattern, which signified wealth and prosperity. She looked over at Lin Xiangfu after she said this, her bright eyes piercing through the light of the kerosene lamp, and they made the normally reserved Lin Xiangfu become garrulous. He felt that Xiaomei possessed a delicate grace he had never encountered before—her face had the dewy glow of a woman who had grown up amongst the emerald mountains and abundant waters of the south, and even after such long and arduous travels, she remained tender and spirited.

			The next day, this tender and spirited woman fell ill. She lay on Lin Xiangfu’s kang with a wet handkerchief on her forehead, her long hair hanging over the side of the kang like southern willow branches along the water. Her brother, his brows knitted in concern, sat on the edge of the kang; after talking with her in that rapid accent, he went up to Lin Xiangfu and anxiously described his sister’s condition, saying she’d had spells of dizziness after getting up that morning, and had fallen before she even made it to the door. He said he’d felt her forehead, and it was as hot as a roasted sweet potato. Sounding helpless, he said, as if to himself, that he would have to continue on alone. He cautiously asked Lin Xiangfu: might he be able to temporarily look after his sister? He said that once he located their uncle in Beijing, he would return for her. Lin Xiangfu nodded, and the brother walked back to the kang and said a few words to his sister in that accent Lin Xiangfu was unable to understand. Then he put his bundle on his back, lifted up the long changshan he was wearing, stepped over the threshold, and exited the house. He followed the small path to the main road and headed north under the rays of the morning sun.

			Lin Xiangfu thought back to the restless night he had just passed: Xiaomei’s smile kept drifting before his eyes, and as he slept her beautiful appearance rocked back and forth in front of him as if it were floating on water. Then a golden road glided over to him, and he saw her lovely form on it, moving further away from him. 

			He came suddenly to his senses, and an uneasy sense of loss welled up inside him and stayed with him for the rest of that long night. When the morning arrived and Xiaomei was still there, daylight also returned to his heart. 

			Lin Xiangfu walked over to Xiaomei and saw her open her eyes. She opened her turned-up lips and said, 

			“A bowl of water, please.”

			That afternoon while he was out, Xiaomei got down off the kang and took a pair of wooden clogs out of her bag. She put them on and started doing some housework. In the evening, she sat on the threshold in the red glow of the setting sun, smiling as she watched Lin Xiangfu return from looking over the crops. 

			Lin Xiangfu walked up to her, and she rose and followed him into the house. She handed him a bowl of water she had ready and waiting on the table, then turned and walked away. Lin Xiangfu heard a strange sound coming from inside the room, and when he went in to look he saw the wooden clogs on Xiaomei’s feet—as she walked around the room, they made a crisp clacking sound. The surprised look on his face made her smile, and she told him they were called “wooden clogs.” Lin Xiangfu said he had never seen them before. Xiaomei said the girls in her hometown all wore them, especially on summer evenings. After washing their feet at the riverside, they would put on their wooden clogs and walk down the flagstone streets of the town, the click-clack of their steps ringing out like a xylophone. Lin Xiangfu asked what a xylophone sounded like, but Xiaomei wasn’t sure how to answer. She lowered her head in thought, and then got up and walked around in a circle. 

			“That’s what a xylophone sounds like.”

			Lin Xiangfu noticed that the room had been tidied and food had already been set on the table. Xiaomei stood smiling to one side, as if she were waiting for something. Lin Xiangfu felt like he had come into someone else’s house, and the scene before him made him a bit ill at ease. He sensed that Xiaomei was also feeling a little uneasy, so he sat down on a stool, and Xiaomei did the same; then he picked up his chopsticks, and so did Xiaomei. She blushed, and Lin Xiangfu thought to himself that she must have already recovered from her illness that morning. This sudden recovery surprised him—it seemed as if the illness had left as quickly as it had come. 


4.

			After this, the days went by. Several times on his way home from the fields, Lin Xiangfu caught sight of Xiaomei sitting on the threshold with her head propped on her hands, deep in thought, staring off into the distance. Lin Xiangfu thought she must be waiting for her brother to return, watching for that man in his bright blue changshan to appear on that dusty road. 

			When they sat down together for meals, that brother of hers—Aqiang—became a frequent topic of conversation. In an effort to comfort her, Lin Xiangfu would always say that Aqiang must have made it to Beijing, and would soon be coming back for her. As he said this, a certain image would appear before his eyes: Xiaomei, in her floral qipao, slowly following her brother down the main road as the morning sun rose, her delicate feet in a pair of stockings and wooden clogs. After this, Lin Xiangfu would be filled with sadness. Once she left—this woman from the south he had spent so much time with, who had cooked for him and washed his clothes—he had no idea what his life afterwards would be like. 

			One day some time later, Xiaomei sat down at the loom left behind by Lin Xiangfu’s mother. It creaked and squeaked as she tried it; it was her first time using a loom, but by evening she had it nearly figured out. When Lin Xiangfu returned from the fields and entered the courtyard, he heard the sound of the loom, which produced the momentary illusion that his mother was there in the room—then he realized it must be Xiaomei. He stepped over the threshold and saw her sitting in front of the loom, her face flushed with beads of sweat on her forehead. Xiaomei saw him enter the room and immediately stood up to greet him, telling him all about it: this loom was much louder than the ones in her hometown, much like the cries of the donkey were much louder than her hometown goats; at first it scared her, thinking she had broken it, but then she figured out how to weave a cloth. 

			She wore a smile as she told him this, and her eyes sparkled—it was the first time Lin Xiangfu had seen her like this. This woman, whose clogs moving across the room were often her only sound, and whose smile played on her lips but never broke out into laughter, was now positively glowing.

			Lin Xiangfu sensed that his mother’s loom made Xiaomei feel at ease. From that point on, he never again saw her sitting on the threshold, but instead heard the continuous sound of her weaving at the loom. After sitting idle for five years after his mother’s death, it came to life again under the hands of another woman. Lin Xiangfu never again brought up Aqiang, and this name seemed to recede into the distance. Xiaomei also seemed to have forgotten about her brother—when she wasn’t cooking, washing clothes, or doing the other housework, she would become immersed in the creaking of the loom. Lin Xiangfu began taking books off the shelf, dusting off their cases with his sleeve, and reading them in his spare time. As he sat on his little stool at his little desk, he would look over and see Xiaomei with her hand over her mouth, suppressing a giggle—he knew it was the sight of his large body at that tiny desk, and he would also chuckle. Xiaomei had seen more appropriately sized stools and desks in his workshop, and she wasn’t sure why he was using this child’s set.

			These peaceful, cozy days went by one after the other. From time to time Lin Xiangfu would worry. Staring at Xiaomei’s figure sitting at the loom, he would wonder—why hadn’t any matchmakers come by? 


5.

			One evening in the beginning of winter there was a hailstorm, which came to pummel the earth just as Lin Xiangfu was falling asleep. He was awoken by what sounded like firecrackers, and sat up to see that the window had been blown open by the wind. Hailstones as white as silkworm cocoons poured down like a giant billowing curtain, casting a shimmering light into the dark room.

			Lin Xiangfu saw that Xiaomei was holding herself and standing in front of his kang, the light reflecting from the rain and hail revealing the scared look on her face. Just then a giant hailstone the size of a bowl came crashing through the roof and smashed on the floor beside her. Xiaomei shrieked, scrambled up on the kang, and burrowed under the covers. More bowl-sized hailstones came raining down through the hole in the roof. As they smashed on the floor and melted, they looked like flowers blooming, then fading. 

			Lin Xiangfu felt Xiaomei’s body curled up and trembling against his chest. Like smoothing out a supple sheet of xuan calligraphy paper, his body gradually encouraged her huddled form to stretch out. He felt her relax, and their clothes pressed tightly up against one another. It was as if her body had been ignited, and her scorching heat passed through their clothing and transferred to him. From that point on, Lin Xiangfu no longer heard the rain and hail. Although the two of them were pressed up against each other, their bare skin was not touching; yet he was engulfed by her fiery warmth and rapid breathing. As if suddenly woken from a dream, he felt a violent tremor, as if the whole room were about to collapse; after a moment of shock, he immersed himself once more in Xiaomei’s body heat and breathing. Only when he opened the door the next morning and saw a hailstone the size of a stone mortar lying in front of the house did he recall the earsplitting crash from the night before.

			The hard, winter earth was covered by a layer of ice shards for as far as the eye could see, glistening under the sunlight like a frozen lake. Many of the thatched roofs in the village had collapsed in the storm, and the villagers, shocked and injured, stood outside in the cold wind like withered trees dotting a forbidding landscape. 

			As Lin Xiangfu walked around the village, tearful women and children wrapped in blankets looked at him pitifully, and random items plucked from the downed thatching were lying all around. Some men were in the process of trying to put one of the roofs back up, but the grass thatching broke apart and scattered in the winter wind, catching on the branches of trees and getting stuck in people’s hair and clothing. Some livestock that had been beaten to death by the hail lay strewn on the ground—there was not a speck of blood on their bodies, but when they were pulled from their sheds, they were covered with grass thatching and chunks of ice. The deaths of these animals drove the women to bitter tears, and they shouted up to the sky:

			“How are we supposed to survive now?”

			The men, their faces cracked from the cold and their eyes full of tears, said in lower, more downcast tones:

			“We have no way to survive now.”

			By a few graves at the south end of the village, an old man pummeled to death by the hailstones had been laid out on a door plank. The grieving here was nothing like the crying and shouting of those who had lost their livestock; those who had lost their family member appeared calm. A tattered white cloth lay across the face of the deceased. 

			No one was crying for him, but five men over to the side were wielding mattocks on his behalf, digging his grave. They were the five Tian brothers, their warm bodies steaming in the cold, their mattocks cutting through the hard winter ground, their hands marred by bloody cracks and splits. Lin Xiangfu walked over to them, and they held their mattocks and looked at him. Tian Da said,

			“Young master, this dead man is our father, beaten to death by the hail. A hailstone the size of a wooden basin hit him in the face, and didn’t even break.”

			An image of the man when he was still alive floated before Lin Xiangfu’s eyes—thin, bony, squatting at the corner of his thatched cottage, his hands tucked into his sleeves, coughing. 

			Twenty-two years earlier, this man had brought his five sons before the main gate of Lin Xiangfu’s home. He said his name was Tian Donggui, then gestured to his sons and, as if counting them, said their names: Tian Da, Tian Er, Tian San, Tian Si, and Tian Wu. They had come here fleeing famine, and were wondering if there were any fields they could rent. Back then Tian Da was sixteen and Tian Wu was only four, sleeping on his big brother’s back. 

			Lin Xiangfu’s father stood outside the gate and talked with Tian Donggui for a long time. Then Tian Donggui and his sons moved into two thatched rooms attached to the back of the Lin family compound. Later, as the five Tian brothers got married, one after the other, ten new thatched rooms were added. After Lin Xiangfu’s father died, his mother felt that Tian Da was kind and honest, so she made him steward. As his four younger brothers grew up, they became responsible for collecting the rents and various other tasks. When Tian Donggui and his five sons first arrived, Lin Xiangfu was only two years old, and the villagers would often see Tian Da carrying him on his back through both the village and the fields. 

			Now, as Tian Da removed the tattered white cloth, Lin Xiangfu saw that battered face with bits of grass and ice still covering the body. He knelt down and pulled the tattered cloth back, then stood up and said,

			“Take him home, wash him with well water, and put him in clean clothes. I’ll go make a coffin for him. Then he can be buried.” 

			Tian Da nodded and said, “Yes, young master.”

			Back in the house, Xiaomei could hear the wails of grief floating over from the village, and she began to feel anxious. When she heard Lin Xiangfu’s footsteps returning, she went out to ask him what was going on, but as soon as she saw the grave look on his face, she remained quiet. Lin Xiangfu asked her to go to the wardrobe and find a white cloth while he went to his workshop. Shortly afterwards, Xiaomei entered carrying a white cloth, while Lin Xiangfu was going through his lumber stock and selecting out long, wide pieces of fir. She put the cloth on a stool and watched him place the fir boards in a neat stack on the ground, then squat down to mark a line. Carefully, she ventured, 

			“Was someone beaten to death by the hail?”

			“Yes, one person was,” said Lin Xiangfu.

			“With so many people crying, I was afraid it might be more,” Xiaomei said.

			“A good deal of livestock was lost,” said Lin Xiangfu.

			After a pause, he added, “For farmers, livestock is a major part of their property.” 

			“Are you making a coffin?” Xiaomei asked. 

			Lin Xiangfu nodded and looked over earnestly at the astute Xiaomei. Xiaomei looked at Lin Xiangfu squatting on the ground and thought to herself that this was a good man. As Lin Xiangfu sawed up the fir boards, Xiaomei noticed how long they were and asked him if the man who died was exceptionally tall. Lin Xiangfu shook his head and said he wasn’t that tall, but that the size of the coffin was predetermined. Then he told her an old saying:

			“All coffins under heaven measure seven chi, three cun.” 

			Once the Tian brothers had taken care of their father’s corpse, they came over to help Lin Xiangfu with the coffin, and Xiaomei left the workshop to go prepare lunch. By this time he had already worked the wood to the proper dimensions and was drilling holes to fit the tenons, while the Tian brothers were helping him shape the tenons and assemble and adjust the coffin. The brothers insisted on doing the sanding and polishing themselves, and they pulled a chair over so Lin Xiangfu could take a rest and direct them from there. 

			As the brothers sanded and polished, they remarked on the young master’s excellent craftsmanship—he had made a coffin in one day without using a single nail, and there was not another one like it within a hundred li. 

			Lin Xiangfu said that all the woodworkers within a hundred li knew how to make a coffin, and that his first master had told him: if you’re a wife you can make shoes; if you’re a woodworker you can make a coffin. The only reason he was able to make this in one day, he added, was because the five of them had all helped—for such a large, heavy coffin, even if he pushed himself as hard as he could, it would still take him at least three days, maybe even five. 

			As evening approached, the Tian brothers carried the coffin out the back door, and Lin Xiangfu followed behind with the white cloth that Xiaomei had woven. In one of the Tian family’s rooms that still had a roof overhead, the brothers lifted their father’s corpse, which they had cleaned and dressed, into the coffin. Placing the newly-made white cloth over his body and closed the top. The Tian brothers and their families all bowed to Lin Xiangfu. Tian Da uttered a “young master,” but was too choked up to get anything else out. Eyes brimming with tears, Lin Xiangfu said to them:

			“May he rest in peace.”

			On this dreary day, the villagers’ sobs and moans rose and fell amidst gusts of winter wind. Lin Xiangfu and Xiaomei were enveloped by these miserable sounds. They were also in a daze from the events that had suddenly transpired the previous night, and they fell into silence; Xiaomei set to work at the loom, while Lin Xiangfu sat blankly. Then Lin Xiangfu got up, went his room, and lay down on the kang. The loom continued to sound, as if it were Xiaomei’s continuous babbling. After a while it suddenly stopped, and he could hear her push the stool out and stand up. Her footsteps sounded like she was carefully treading on thin ice as she walked into another room. 

			Lin Xiangfu was on edge that evening. Moonlight streamed down through the hole in the roof like a sparkling column of water, and the mournful village had fallen silent under the dark night. The only sound was that of the wind brushing past the eaves as it flew out into the night sky, the distant sound of its swishing like soft words of encouragement. This led Lin Xiangfu to get up and walk over to Xiaomei’s room. As he passed that glittering column of moonlight, he looked up through the hole in the roof and saw a boundless darkness as gusts of frigid wind assaulted him. He walked out of that room and into the other one, and stood before Xiaomei’s kang. In the moonlight he could see her wrapped in her blanket and sleeping on her side, curled up and perfectly still. Lin Xiangfu hesitated for a moment and then quietly lay down beside her. He could hear her quiet, even breaths as he slowly pulled back her blanket and made room for himself underneath it. 

			Xiaomei flipped around and darted over to his body like a fish in water. 
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			After the hailstorm, people mended their roofs and fixed their doors and windows. They stuffed their necks down into their collars, pulled their hands up into their sleeves, straightened their frozen red noses, puffed out breaths of warm air, and began facing an unusually cold winter.

			As far as Lin Xiangfu was concerned, getting through this sort of winter wasn’t that difficult. Freezing days were followed by steamy nights. Sleeping next to Xiaomei, absorbing her endless warmth, made Lin Xiangfu feel as if spring had arrived. 

			The stability of her life allowed Xiaomei’s thin face to fill out a bit, and Lin Xiangfu also began to put on some weight. He became infatuated with these strange new intimate pleasures, and as nighttime approached, unable to wait any longer, he would say to Xiaomei, 

			“Get on the kang.”

			Xiaomei would give a little smile and tidy up the loose ends at the loom, then proceed to follow the strapping Lin Xiangfu into the other room. 

			In the second month of the new year, that distant look once again appeared in Xiaomei’s eyes. She was standing in the doorway, in front of that mortar-sized hailstone, looking off into the distance. Lin Xiangfu guessed she must be thinking of her brother, so he went over to comfort her, telling her not to worry—Aqiang had perhaps already left Beijing and was on his way there. Lin Xiangfu pointed at the hailstone and told Xiaomei that before it melted, her brother would appear at their door. 

			After Lin Xiangfu said this, Xiaomei lowered her head and said quietly, “If Aqiang came, I couldn’t follow him to Beijing.”

			Xiaomei’s words gave Lin Xiangfu a rush of excitement. He grabbed her sleeve and led her to the graveyard at the eastern edge of the village, where he had her kneel with him in front of a pair of light gray tombstones. 

			The afternoon was sunny and calm, and the fields glistened under the sunshine. Xiaomei looked out across the boundless expanse of white, dotted with barren elm trees stretching out their broken branches and a few thatched cottages scattered here and there—the scene was utterly different from her hometown in the south. Beside her, Lin Xiangfu was calling out to his parents. Xiaomei lowered her head. Lin Xiangfu’s voice sounded like he was crying, but also like he was laughing, as words poured from his mouth:

			“Father, Mother, I’ve brought Xiaomei here for you to have a look. I want to marry her, and I’d like your blessing. She has had a bitter fate—her parents are both dead, and she has only one older brother; he went to Beijing a long time ago and hasn’t returned for her. She’s my woman, and I want to marry her, so please give your blessing. Mother, Xiaomei knows how to weave, just like you, and the cloth she weaves is just as strong . . . ” 
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			One morning three days later, the women of the village came to Lin Xiangfu’s home with some red paper and a red quilted jacket. They had Xiaomei take off the floral-print jacket she was wearing and put on the red one, and then they began cutting “double happiness” 囍 characters out of the red paper. The village men brought a hog and a sheep, which they butchered at the doorway—their hot blood splattered on the mortar-sized hailstone, causing a few rivulets to melt on its surface. The color of the blood grew lighter as it ran down over the ice. 

			One villager turned up in a bright blue changshan. Wearing a thin garment meant for spring or autumn on such a cold winter day, his face had turned purple from the freezing cold. He was the only one who had worn a changshan to come offer his congratulations, and the other villagers surrounded him to admire his attire—complete with a few stains—asking where he had managed to find such dapper clothing. This villager proudly told them that he had taken two sacks of corn to sell in town, and that when he had just half a sack left, he’d seen a man in his fifties who looked like he was starving hobbling over to him. The man then held out the changshan, which he exchanged for the remaining half sack of corn. After the villager had told his story, he added that the man had a scar on his forehead, as if he’d been attacked with a knife. 

			That forenoon, the village women chattered inside like sparrows, while outside the village men brayed like livestock. As Xiaomei was quietly watching them all, Lin Xiangfu walked over and said: Don’t do any work today—you’re a new bride. Then he went into town with the five Tian brothers to buy some alcohol. 

			“Take the donkey with you,” someone said, “it can help you carry things back.”

			Lin Xiangfu shook his head and said, “Driving a donkey in this kind of weather would harm it.”

			The six of them set off walking in a line down the small path, their necks and hands tucked into their clothing. When they came to a charred elm that had been burned by a lightning strike, they turned onto the main road into town. 

			The afternoon passed, the pork and mutton was set on the table, and the “double happiness” characters had been pasted on the windows and doors. The women kept chattering and the men were still braying. The men said that the drinking bowls were on the table, all lined up in rows, but those motherfuckers who went into town for the alcohol still weren’t back. The town was just over ten li away, they said—even a turtle should have made it back by now, but not these motherfuckers. The women inside said who cares—the groom still wasn’t back, and even so the bride wasn’t worried. 

			“He’ll be back,” Xiaomei said with a smile. 

			It was nearly evening when Lin Xiangfu and the brothers appeared on the main road, the six of them staggering along in a group, looking like a goatskin raft floating in a sea of white. They turned at the old burned-out elm tree onto the small village road, shouting and laughing as they stumbled along. 

			The six drunks approached the gate, each carrying two empty bottles. Lin Xiangfu staggered forward, his breath reeking of alcohol. He raised his empty drinking bowl to the waiting crowd and announced:

			“The alcohol’s here, the alcohol’s here!”

			He stumbled up to the entrance and felt around at the doorframe to confirm it was the door; then with a giggle he went inside. He set the empty bottles on the table and said to everyone,

			“Drink, drink—drink up!”

			The men, whose mouths had been watering in anticipation for so long, looked at the empty bottles on the table and said to one another,

			“Drink what, their farts? They drained everything on their way back!”

			Lin Xiangfu’s wedding continued amidst the sounds of snoring from the six sleeping drunks and the ravenous feasting from that group of hungry ghosts and wild beasts. Xiaomei sat quietly off to the side staring at Lin Xiangfu as he lay on the kang, his hair like a tangled mess of weeds. The main hall was full of people, and there were also quite a few in the courtyard. Everyone who had been suffering from hunger throughout the afternoon now had their cheeks stuffed with food. The way they were all bent over eating made Xiaomei think back to her hometown far away in the south—how on any given summer evening someone would spread some rice fodder on the ground, and the chickens and geese would immediately come flapping over. The scene before her looked the same.

			Lin Xiangfu passed his wedding in a deep slumber; when he woke up, it was the middle of the night, and all was quiet. His head ached and there was a dull ringing in his ears. By the dancing flame of the kerosene lamp, Lin Xiangfu looked over at the wall and saw Xiaomei’s shadow, perfectly still and sitting up straight. He let out a groan, which prompted Xiaomei to turn around—only then did he realize she was sitting right beside him. 

			Xiaomei bent down and related all of his drunken activities to him. Her breath, invisible and odorless, swept over his face like a fresh morning breeze, with a certain softness that was impossible to describe. 

			Then Xiaomei got up and went to make him some ginger soup. His head must be hurting after drinking so much, she said as she walked away; a bowl of ginger soup would help. When she returned, she was also carrying a plate of meat, which she said she’d had to secretly set side—she’d never seen such a mess of hungry ghosts. 

			“A whole hog and two sheep,” she said, a bit pained. 

			That night, Xiaomei opened up her satchel, removed her clothing, and took out three blue calico headscarves. She said she had nothing to her name but these three scarves, which were her prized possessions, and she spread them out on the kang. Lin Xiangfu recognized the “phoenix and peony” pattern, but the other two he had never seen. Xiaomei pointed to a print of magpies and plum blossoms and explained that it was meant to evoke the phrase, “a face glowing with joy”; the other print showed lions playing with satin pom-poms. 

			“This is all I have for my dowry,” she said to Lin Xiangfu. 

			It was also that night that Lin Xiangfu removed a brick in the wall and took out a wooden box. He spread out two yellowed papers: one was the deed to the house, the other the deed to the land. He pointed to the latter and told Xiaomei that it was the deed to 476 mu of land. Then he took a heavy parcel out of the box wrapped in a red cloth. When he opened it up, Xiaomei saw seventeen large gold bars and three small ones. Lin Xiangfu said that the large ones were known as big croakers, after the fish, and the small ones were called little croakers. Ten little croakers could be exchanged for one big croaker. 

			As Lin Xiangfu set out the gold bars one by one, events of the past came rushing before his eyes. He told Xiaomei that his ancestors were the ones who had begun saving this gold. He still had a few scattered childhood memories of his father wearing straw sandals, returning wearily from a trip into town. After his father died, his mother made the trip every year after the harvest—she would ride on the back of a donkey, led by Tian Da, and head for the bank. Thinking back on these scenes made his heart ache. As a young boy he would see his mother sitting on the threshold, placing her cloth shoes inside straw ones, and then starting down the path with Tian Da; by the time they made it to the main road she would be riding on the back of the donkey. They would disappear off into the morning light, and return home later in the afternoon. Every time they came home, his mother would be carrying a stick of candied haw berries for him. Back then the family donkey had red tassels on its forehead and a little bell around its neck, and when it went down the road, the tassels would flutter and the bell would tinkle. After the harvest the year his mother fell ill, Lin Xiangfu continued this tradition and went into town himself. When he returned home that afternoon, his mother was already gone—she had died with her eyes open. 

			Lin Xiangfu sighed and said that when a person dies, they should have their children and grandchildren there with them. To have no one was like a piece missing from the moon; the deceased couldn’t close their eyes. Lin Xiangfu said his mother left the world with no one by her side, like dark clouds obscuring the moon. 

			On that long, dark winter night, events of the past kept flooding his memory one after the other. The headache from his drinking caused the memories to sprout in his mind like a profusion of unruly weeds. Only after he fell asleep was he able to find some peace.
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			In that second month of the new year, Lin Xiangfu went with Tian Da every day to examine the wheat. One day on their way back from the fields, he saw Xiaomei standing out in front of the door, lost in a daze. She said it looked like spring would arrive soon, and still her brother had not come. 

			Lin Xiangfu stood in a stupor for a long while. He had already long forgotten about Xiaomei’s brother, that man in the bright blue changshan. He had set off one morning last fall, and—like a clay figurine of an ox dropped into the sea, as the saying goes—he was never heard from again. 

			Xiaomei asked Lin Xiangfu: Is there a temple nearby? She wanted to go burn some incense and ask the bodhisattva Guanyin to protect her brother.

			Lin Xiangfu turned around and pointed west, where the sky was ablaze with the setting sun, and said there was a temple to Guan Yu fifteen li in that direction. 

			That evening Xiaomei placed a small satchel on the kang, then twisted down the wick of the kerosene lamp and crawled under the covers. She rested her head on Lin Xiangfu’s arm as if it were a pillow, and said to him softly,

			“The food is on the shelf by the stove, and the clothes are all in the wardrobe—to the left are the clothes with patches, so wear those when you go out to the fields; the clothes to the right don’t have patches, so wear those when you go into town. There’s also one new outfit and two new pairs of cloth shoes I’ve made for you over the past several days, which are in the wardrobe as well.”

			Upon hearing this, Lin Xiangfu said, “You’re just going for a day, not a whole year.”

			Xiaomei said nothing more, and Lin Xiangfu soon began snoring. It was the last night of the second month; moonbeams shone into the room, sprinkling light over the kang and the floor, and a soft breeze was blowing in through the window, carrying the moist scent of melting snow. 

			When Lin Xiangfu awoke to the first rays of the morning sun, Xiaomei had already gone. Noises from the livestock drifted in from the fields, mixed with the sounds of tree branches being used as whips and the shouts of people. Lin Xiangfu went into the outer room and found an old cloth covering the loom. She is very conscientious, he thought to himself—she covers the loom even when she’s away for just a day. He went into the kitchen and found the shelf by the stove piled high with food, enough for a few weeks. Xiaomei had cleaned and tidied everything before she left, which greatly satisfied Lin Xiangfu. After breakfast, he went out to have a look at the fields. 

			On his way out he ran into Tian Si, who told him that early that morning before sunrise, he had seen Xiaomei on the main road at the village entrance. She had a bundle on her back and a satchel in her hand, and looked like she was headed back to visit her parents. 

			Visit what parents, said Lin Xiangfu—she was going to burn some incense at the Guan Yu temple. With a look of surprise, Tian Si asked why she was heading south, when the Guan Yu temple was to the west? When Lin Xiangfu heard this, he felt a pit in his stomach, worried that Xiaomei had taken the wrong road. 

			That evening, after the sun had set and night had fallen, Xiaomei hadn’t come home. Two more days passed, and she still hadn’t returned. 

			Xiaomei left and never came back. 

			Lin Xiangfu discovered her clothes were not in the wardrobe and her cloth shoes were not under the kang; her wooden clogs and her “phoenix and peony” headscarf were also gone. The clogs and headscarf were a sense of the south that arrived with Xiaomei, and now they had left with her, too. 

			She left two scarves behind—the one with magpies and plum blossoms, and the one with lions playing with satin pom-poms—which she placed in the wardrobe on top of Lin Xiangfu’s clothes. Like the cry of an eagle that continues echoing after it leaves, these two headscarves were all that remained of her. 

			For the next few days, Lin Xiangfu was on edge. He slept so lightly it was as if he were floating. Chickens clucking, dogs barking, even the wind blowing over the grass would wake him; the occasional sound of footsteps in the distance would cause his heart to thump. 

			He knew that Xiaomei hadn’t gone west to the Guan Yu temple, but had instead headed south. He had a feeling that Xiaomei had really left him, but he had no idea why. Lin Xiangfu was confused, and he felt as lonely and desolate as the wide open fields in winter. Sometimes in his daze he would imagine that Xiaomei would suddenly appear before him one evening, a satchel in her hand. These reveries came and went like the rising and setting sun, appearing and then disappearing, over and over. 

			Finally one day Lin Xiangfu became certain Xiaomei wasn’t coming back. 

			That evening, he ate the last of the food Xiaomei had left by the stove, then put out the lamp and lay down on the kang. The moonlight streaming in the window prevented him from falling asleep. The food Xiaomei had prepared before she left had lasted about two weeks, and now it was all gone, so he thought that perhaps she would be coming back now—she had surely calculated the length of her trip, and had prepared this amount of food for him. The flame of hope in his heart now burned brighter, and he started to feel anxious and excited. 

			Then he suddenly thought of the wooden box hidden in the interior wall. He remembered that evening when he took out the box and opened it to show Xiaomei the bars of gold, along with the deeds to the property. He remembered her face had frozen, and it seemed like she hadn’t been listening to anything he said; when he had reached out and nudged her, she’d trembled. 

			He leapt up from the kang, lit the lamp, and moved the brick in the wall to take out the wooden box. When he opened it and saw that the deeds and the parcel wrapped in red cloth were still there, he calmed down. But when he picked up the parcel, it was much lighter than usual. He opened it to discover that of the seventeen big croakers, there were now only ten, and that one of the little croakers was missing as well. He felt like an explosion went off in his head—he now knew why Xiaomei hadn’t returned. Late that night, many of the villagers were awoken to a terrifying sound, sometimes shrill and piercing, sometimes low and deep, racing through the night air in frightful waves that made their hair stand on end. The next day, everyone said there had been ghosts in the village.

			But the sounds had come from Lin Xiangfu. When he discovered Xiaomei had taken nearly half of the gold his family had been saving for generations, he began weeping and shaking. His cries were longer than those of a newborn baby, and began to resemble the cries of a bereft child looking for his parents. Under the cold and desolate light of the moon, he made his way to his parents’ graves and knelt before them. Sometimes he sobbed so hard he couldn’t get any words out, and sometimes he would shout,

			“Father! Mother! I’ve wronged you, I’ve wronged our ancestors. Father! Mother! I’m your unfilial son, I’m the ruination of the Lin family. Father! Mother! I was blind, and I’ve been tricked! I’m a fool, and our money’s been stolen. Father! Mother! Xiaomei’s not a good woman . . . ”
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			From that point on, Lin Xiangfu rarely spoke, and any trace of a smile disappeared from his face. His heart felt heavy, and he would often stare at the main road at the village entrance. Sometimes he would think of Xiaomei, and Aqiang, that brother of hers, and suspect that they weren’t actually siblings. The amount of time she occupied his thoughts gradually decreased—her sweet smile dropped from his memory like a fallen leaf in autumn, and her clear, bright voice blew away in the wind. As she became more distant in his mind, his anger toward her lessened. 

			He thought of something his mother had said to him before she died. He had been in his workshop, covered in perspiration, when she had appeared at the door—she felt deeply gratified that her son loved woodworking like his father, and with her voice full of praise she had said: 

			“Even if you have all the money in the world, it’s still not as good as having a skill.” 

			After suffering this financial loss, Lin Xiangfu often thought back to his mother’s words. The more he thought about it, the more sense it made. No matter how much wealth he accumulated, there could always come a day when it was gone—there have been examples of that ever since ancient times. Whether a person met with wealth or misfortune in this life, one could never tell, but possessing a skill could always help reverse a decline, because a skill couldn’t be lost like money. Lin Xiangfu felt that he should take his woodworking skills to the next level; he should continue learning from the masters. 

			Winter was over and spring had arrived, and the giant hailstone in front of the door had finally begun to melt. The trees were putting out green buds, the earth was waking up, and birds migrated back and chirped incessantly on Lin Xiangfu’s roof. He led his donkey, its bell tinkling and its red tassels fluttering, to the main road at the village entrance. 

			Lin Xiangfu set out in search of master woodworkers, expertly skilled at their trades. The first one was a cabinetmaker named Cabinets Chen, who lived about ten li away. Not only could he make tables, chairs, and benches as well, but he was also the only woodworker within a hundred li who had been to Beijing—he had seen something of the world. He had even seen the emperor out making his rounds, which was the most precious experience of his life. The very first thing he said to Lin Xiangfu was,

			“Have you ever seen the emperor making his rounds?”

			The first time Lin Xiangfu saw Cabinets Chen, he was fixing up an old chest. He was smoking a pipe while he worked, and continued to do so as he described at length his sighting of the emperor. First to emerge, he told Lin Xiangfu, was not the emperor himself, but his sword, solemnly carried out by one of his officials. Only after the official shouts, “The sword has arrived!” does the emperor make his appearance. 

			Cabinets Chen had seen five decades of life, and all his hair had gone gray. As he recounted the scene of the emperor making his rounds, he had to continuously keep swallowing his saliva, as if he weren’t talking about the emperor’s rounds but the emperor’s meal. His description of the emperor’s commanding presence was more like describing the tasty delicacies of land and sea, and the formation of the emperor’s attendants more like an inventory of dishes at the imperial banquet. The more thoughts came rushing to Cabinets Chen’s mind, the more saliva came drooling forth. 

			Lin Xiangfu, who had never heard of anything like this before, was mesmerized by his verbose recounting. But what he found even more impressive was his craftsmanship. As he spoke, he transformed the old chest into what looked like a brand new one. When Lin Xiangfu expressed his admiration, he gave a slight smile and said,

			“People in our line of work not only have to be able to make wardrobes, chests, tables, chairs, and benches, but they also have to learn a particular skill, like knowing how to refurbish old furniture.”

			Cabinets Chen told Lin Xiangfu he only worked with softwood, but that the really first-rate woodworkers built things from hardwood, although they could obviously work with softwood as well. He said that not only could hardwood craftsmen refurbish old furniture, but they could also build new furniture to make it look like it was old. At the bottom rung of the profession, he said, were those who did Western-style woodworking. He said that ever since foreigners started coming to Beijing, the city degenerated by the day, and Western-style furniture became more popular. Woodworkers with his types of skills, who had always been in high demand, eventually found themselves out of work and destitute. A bitter smile appeared on Cabinets Chen’s face when he reached this point, sighing as he lamented the unpredictable changes of the world.

			“You can’t just randomly hammer nails in a piece of furniture; woodworkers specializing in hardwood hardly even use dowels. Western furniture has nails sticking out all over the place.”

			Then he raised his hand and pointed out the door, saying, “Head west for over twenty li, and you’ll come to a village called Xuzhuang. There you’ll find a man I really admire named Hardwood Xu. He’s specialized in working with hardwood for over forty years. He’s never once used a dowel peg, and nails—well, he wouldn’t even look at one.”

			Hardwood Xu in Xuzhuang was the second master woodworker Lin Xiangfu sought out. Unlike Cabinets Chen, this hardwood specialist who had seen six decades of life didn’t look down on Western-style woodworkers as inferior. He said that the soft, padded parts of Western furniture really required some skill; for instance, covering a padded chair in sheepskin was incredibly tedious work. He went on at great length about coopers and sieve farmers and wainwrights and coffin makers, about every wood trade under the sun.

			Hardwood Xu said that woodworking merely had different categories, and one was not necessarily better or worse than the other. For example, most people who work at sawmills don’t do woodworking, but they’re excellent at assessing amounts and costs for projects of all sizes, and they can work out everything that’s required. They can also draw up plans and make samples. Carpenters, for example, work in building construction—the rafters, beams, pillars, purlins, doors, windows, and partitions are their main craft. Then take those who make wooden molds—if you’re making a decorative mold for a small cake, for example, it has to be beautiful and intricate, and the size and depth has to undergo extremely careful consideration, because even if the patterns printed on the cakes are different, they all have to weigh the same. Take those who make moldings—not just anyone can carve those decorative edgings. Take those who make small furnishings and utensils—vase stands, basin stands, and trivets are their specialty, and they must all be made to fit the appropriate object; it’s a craft that originally came from Suzhou and Hangzhou. Take those who use the lathe—they specialize in cylindrical objects, and can handle anythe thickness, and length, constantly changesor new design. Take those who make rounded chairs—they have to use green willow and bend it while it’s wet to make an armchair. This specialty depends on a large ax—saws and chisels are considered accessories, and not only is an ink-marking line not necessary, but you can even get by without a ruler. Take a cooper—barrels, toilet buckets, wash basins, they make them all. Take sieve framers—in addition to making tiered lunch boxes, hatboxes, steamers, and sieves, they can also make rocking cradles. Take those who make shoe soles for the Manchus—in Beijing, the Manchu women all wear shoes with wooden soles, the thickest being six or seven cun; this is something most woodworkers couldn’t produce. Take those who make carrying poles for barbers—most woodworkers could make the cabinet stool that hangs in back, while the round bucket in the front should be the work of a sieve framer, although they have to know how to make this, too. Take those who make the carrying poles for handymen—at first glance the boxes they carry look like they would be a job for cabinetmakers, but only they can make the interior drawers for the piston bellows. Take those who make clappers and wooden fish—these percussion blocks used for reciting scriptures require their own particular skill. Take those who make the props used in Peking opera—these fake weapons used for stage fighting are also a major area of specialization. Take a wainwright—they specialize in making wagons. Take those who make horse-drawn carriages—they have to work with finer details than wainwrights, and spend most of their time on the wheels. Then there are those who specialize in hand-drawn carts, those who specialize in Western-style horse-drawn carts, and those who specialize in rickshaws. Take saddlemakers—they specialize in different kinds of saddles for horses, as well as pack saddles for donkeys and mules. Take those who make sedan chairs—these are different from carriages, because they’re carried and don’t have wheels. Take those who make the objects carried by the imperial honor guard—they are the only ones who can make the flags, gongs, parasols, and fans that the guard carries. Take coffin makers—their craft can’t be done by just any old woodworker. A large piece of lumber can be used for a number of different things, and a coffin maker pays particular attention to making the best use of all of it in order to save on labor and materials, while at the same time producing a beautiful coffin.

			Finally, Hardwood Xu said to Lin Xiangfu, “Even jobs that might appear simple and straightforward, like sawyers or pallbearing pole makers, still require their own special skills. Take the sawyer—if he’s a good one, when he’s sawing up boards, he won’t ruin the wood, and he’ll make fine, careful cuts. Now take the guy who makes pallbearing poles—even though at a funeral it looks like they’re only using a few sticks to lift the casket, if the poles weren’t made by someone who knows what they’re doing, the pallbearers’ shoulders wouldn’t be able to take it—so even making these poles requires its own tricks of the trade.” 

			Lin Xiangfu studied diligently, and early in the mornings the villagers would often see him with a white scarf tied around his head, making his way toward the main road with his donkey, its red tassel fluttering in the breeze. Then, just as night was about to fall, they would hear the bell tinkling around the donkey’s neck as Lin Xiangfu returned. The days continued to pass like this, as calmly as a dawn breeze under a lingering moon. 


10.

			As Lin Xiangfu traveled from village to village learning from the master woodworkers, rumors began circulating about Xiaomei’s departure, following him as he went. Privately, people discussed this wife of woodworker Lin; although they didn’t know any details, they simply remarked that Xiaomei had gone to the south to visit her family and never returned—while also offering a few of their own baseless speculations.

			One afternoon, the rumors about Xiaomei led the long-absent matchmaker to turn up at Lin Xiangfu’s house. She padded into the room on her little bound feet and sat cross-legged on the kang. 

			First, she asked Lin Xiangfu if he and Xiaomei had written out a horoscope card before getting married. What horoscope card, asked Lin Xiangfu. The matchmaker slapped her leg and exclaimed,

			“So it’s possible for such a thing to happen—a man and woman can go to bed as husband and wife without writing out a horoscope card!”

			The matchmaker asked the time and date of Xiaomei’s birth, but Lin Xiangfu could only shake his head; she then asked about Xiaomei’s zodiac animal, but Lin Xiangfu didn’t know that, either. Once again the matchmaker sighed and exclaimed,

			“So it’s possible for such a thing to happen—a man can not know a woman’s birth date, horoscope, or even her zodiac animal, and still take her as his wife! No wonder Xiaomei left and never returned.”

			The matchmaker said that only by knowing their birthdates, horoscopes, and zodiac animals could she know if their matrimony would be mutually beneficial or mutually destructive—if it would lead to happiness or disaster, long life or early death. “Someone born in the year of the horse can’t marry someone born in the year of the ox,” she said, “and a person born in the year of the goat will never get along with someone born in the year of the rat—this is what’s known as, ‘White horse fears a strong young ox, goat and rat will hit the rocks; snake and tiger split by knife, rabbit and dragon cry in strife; rooster and dog in disaster are cast, pig and monkey will never last; a pair of dogs go separate ways, a pair of dragons never stays; goat falls into tiger’s maw’ . . . you were born in the year of the goat, so I’m afraid you’re a marriage of goat and rat—either that or goat and tiger.” 

			The matchmaker began counting on her fingers as she said, “If you didn’t write out a horoscope card, and you don’t know her birth date or zodiac animal, then you surely at least collected her with a bridal sedan on the day you got married?”

			Lin Xiangfu once again shook his head. This time the matchmaker slapped her thighs with both hands and cried out, “So it’s possible for such a thing to happen! There’s an old saying, ‘a broken fan can still make a breeze, a broken sedan chair still carries some prestige.’ Never mind about the prestige—if you didn’t even fetch her in a bridal sedan, then her feet don’t belong to you—they’re still her own, so she can walk away whenever she wants. This Xiaomei is certainly never coming back.”

			Lin Xiangfu sat on the stool and listened as the matchmaker sat on the kang, her tongue flapping and spittle flying, the opium pipe in her hand jerking up and down. Finally, she sighed and said okay, how about this—she’d go around making inquiries again and see if she could find a young woman from a suitable family. She told Lin Xiangfu that this time she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to find a young woman from a well-to-do family. Even though Xiaomei was gone, she still remained his legal wife, so any woman he married now could only be considered a concubine—and no girl from a well-to-do family would be willing to become a concubine. 

			Feeling a bit discouraged, Lin Xiangfu nodded and said to the matchmaker, “A young woman from a respectable family will do.” 

			Just as the matchmaker was about to leave, she suddenly thought of something and asked Lin Xiangfu if he still remembered the girl from Liuzhuang. The young woman’s lovely appearance suddenly emerged from the depths of his memory—he thought of how, in the great hall of that expansive courtyard mansion, she had once touched his heart. He remembered how she had first walked slowly up to him and filled his pipe, her hands shaking uncontrollably. He also remembered her name—the matchmaker was referring to Liu Fengmei. 

			The matchmaker told Lin Xiangfu that this lovely young woman, Liu Fengmei, was actually neither deaf nor mute. She said she had already gotten married—into the Sun family, who had opened a qianzhuang bank in town. She sighed and said Liu Fengmei’s home was stuffed full of people before the wedding—tailors, woodworkers, lacquerware makers, bamboo weavers, metalworkers, woodcarvers, artisans of all sorts. Before she got married, they made her a full wardrobe with clothes for every season, along with a whole array of useful items. They had worked day and night, so the courtyard had been hung full of lanterns, and people were constantly coming and going. When it came to the day of her wedding, the scene was even more impressive: her dowry required dozens of carrying poles and stretched out in a line so long it seemed nearly endless. Most wealthy families would provide the basic dowry for their daughters, but the dowry prepared by the Liu family included fields and other properties—something not seen in years. This daughter of the Liu family rode in a bridal sedan transported by eight carriers, and the sedan itself was decorated on all sides with red silk; on each of its four corners hung a glass-beaded lamp with a large red silk ball hanging underneath. Most striking, though, was the coffin, which followed at the end of the procession. It had been given at least ten coats of paint, and the color was so deep and lustrous it was difficult to tell if it was red or black. 

			To include a coffin in a dowry was an even greater rarity—such was the impressive extent of the Liu family’s consideration, presenting a dowry that provided for all of their daughter’s expenses for the rest of her life, right down to her coffin. 

			The matchmaker said that back when they had made their visit, this daughter of the Liu family needed only give a word of assent, and she would have become Lin Xiangfu’s wife. 

			She looked at Lin Xiangfu and, not without some regret, said to him, “What a pity—it would have been a wonderful match.”

			The matchmaker went on to tell him she’d heard that the Liu girl had worn a phoenix tiara atop her head, and her face had been covered by a red veil. She wore a red silk top covered by a red overgarment with floral embroidery, and below that was a red skirt, red pants, and red silk embroidered shoes. This daughter of the Liu family was dressed in red from head to toe. When she arrived in town and alighted from the bridal sedan at the vermillion gate of the Sun family residence, the crowd of onlookers all exclaimed at how exquisite she looked, like the bud of a peony bursting into bloom.

			Lin Xiangfu tossed and turned on the kang that evening, unable to fall asleep. Every time he closed his eyes, he would see that young woman from the Liu family, dressed completely in red, stepping out of her bridal sedan and slowly walking toward him through the main hall. Then it became Xiaomei in a floral qipao, appearing outside the front gate at dusk. Scenes like this passed before his eyes as if they were blowing by in the breeze. 

			Lin Xiangfu thought of that length of satin. It was because he had taken it out of his satchel and placed it on the table in the main hall of the Liu family’s home that he had missed that chance at marriage, leading instead to Xiaomei’s abrupt arrival and departure. That length of satin floated around in his mind, impossible to forget. Finally he felt it must all have been predestined—it was his fate.


11.

			A month before the wheat was harvested, Lin Xiangfu took a trip into town and had a few scythes made at the blacksmith’s in preparation for the harvest. He also bought two lengths of satin—although Xiaomei had gone, he still had to face the future. He continued to follow the matchmaker around meeting potential brides, in search of a woman he could grow old with and who could continue the Lin family line. But this time he had to be sure to marry a respectable girl from a respectable family, and not some mysterious woman with an unknown background.

			When he returned home, it was already dark. He saw that the kerosene lamp on the windowsill had been lit, and he heard the creaking sound of the loom. He was so startled at first he dropped the scythes he was carrying on the ground. His heart beat wildly as he walked a few steps into the house, still leading his donkey. 

			Xiaomei had returned. She was wearing that same floral qipao and sitting upright at the loom. She turned to the side and looked at Lin Xiangfu, the lamplight illuminating half of her lovely face, leaving the other half obscured in shadows. 

			Lin Xiangfu just stood there staring, still leading his donkey, not realizing he had led it into the house. He had the feeling she was smiling at him, but he couldn’t make out her expression very clearly. After a few moments, as if talking to himself, he asked:

			“Xiaomei?”

			He heard Xiaomei’s voice respond: “It’s me.”

			“You’ve come back?” Lin Xiangfu asked.

			Xiaomei nodded: “I’ve come back.”

			Lin Xiangfu watched her rise from the stool as he asked, “Did you bring back the big croakers?”

			Xiaomei didn’t answer, but slowly knelt. Lin Xiangfu continued to ask:

			“The little croaker?”

			Xiaomei shook her head. The donkey tossed its head, causing the bell to tinkle. Lin Xiangfu turned to look at the donkey, then shouted at Xiaomei:
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