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               Book One: Slowly Beginning to Gain Ground

            

            
               
                  1.

                  It is now very dark, but still they are by the waterfall,

                  Discussing the momentous problems of earthly existence.

                  Every so often, a third voice joins in their discussion.

                  They ignored it at first, but now they ignore it no longer.

               

               
                  2.

                  Crossing the bridge, he passes someone who, he is certain,

                  Was a fatal enemy of his in a former life but three.

                  The other stops, recognising in him a best friend from his previous existence but one.

                  Well now. Here’s a challenge for their social etiquette indeed!

               

               
                  3.

                  Magnificent celebrations in the snow-roofed wineshop!

                  All three of the bright trio have triumphed in last week’s crucial examinations

                  And have proved that they can recognise some half a million characters each.

                  The overweighted roof creaks. And creaks. And creaks. And creaks.

               

               
                  4. A Letter from the Capital

                  ‘Esteemed Sire, on my first day here I met three delightful fellows

                  At a modest, respectable inn, as a direct result of which

                  I’m afraid to say I have suffered a mild pecuniary embarrassment.

                  Do I perhaps have any relatives here who own two pairs of trousers?’  

               

               
                   5. Drinking Song

                  ‘Why does every autumn feel like the final autumn?

                  Why does every spring feel like the first spring?

                  Faced by this more or less relentless temporal fluidity of quotidian existence,

                  I shall behave like any sensible person and go out and get royally pissed.’

               

               
                  6.

                  A small plank bridge crosses a narrow stream in the peaks –

                  As inconspicuous as a summer’s memory

                  Of what winter is like. It is at present autumn.

                  The piece of torn clothing lying on it has been there since sometime last spring.

               

               
                  7.

                  If that bridge there were in the Western Capital,

                  Would the hound now happily embarked on it be in the capital too?

                  If so, I fear he would almost certainly

                  Not be wandering across it in quite such a nonchalant manner.

               

               
                  8.

                  The two officials leave the main building and hurry on down the road,

                  Chatting about what they had expected such success in life to be like.

                  As they reach the top of a stairway, they are passed by a featureless gentleman

                  Who was expected in the nearby palace rather earlier that morning.

               

               
                  9. Drinking Song

                  ‘For how many days of our lives, O friend, have we wandered thus by the lakes –

                  Over the bridges; across the streams; up sinuous hillside paths –

                  Exchanging our wise words about life and sharing our ever wiser silences?

                  What? Only a hundred and eleven of them? As many as that? Are you sure?’ 

               

               
                  10.

                  Of course, this pale, drawn, emaciated poet

                  Wandering calmly down a path through the forest

                  Will never write anything of the first importance. (Or, indeed, second.)

                  Hmm. He looks even more pleased with himself than usual today.

               

               
                  11.

                  Some scholars have gathered secretly in a clearing in the woods.

                  Nervously at first, but with ever-growing enthusiasm,

                  They begin to discuss the great, the ultimate problems of existence.

                  Those who think they are not really there slowly begin to lose ground.

               

               
                  12.

                  The road hurries eagerly on through the forest,

                  As though it were making its way in there for the first time.

                  There is nearly always something novel to discover every morning.

                  Those abandoned rags, for instance. (What a queer noise they are making!)

               

               
                  13.

                  At the height of summer, in a very small space

                  Between cooling rocks and trees, in an unfrequented

                  Part of the province, there sounds a complex noise,

                  Bespeaking simultaneous indulgence in two or three of life’s greatest joys.

               

               
                  14. To the Tune of: Late Whispers in the Twilight

                  ‘Standing out on the balcony, near the crown of the pine-trees,

                  As the day after my ninety-second birthday passes,

                  I sigh to realise I shall never meet again

                  Those two vicious daughters of the neighbour who departed some forty-five years ago, alas.’

               

               
                  15.

                  She sits on the dark balcony for hours, admiring the view

                  Of clouds and moonlight flowing over the forests and distant peaks –

                  Until at length she becomes aware of an ugly noise in a neighbouring garden;

                  Somewhere among the flowers, but not quite a flowery sound.

               

               
                  16.

                  Ever since she found that note lobbed up onto her balcony, which said

                  That although, Madam, I am only a poor, retired scholar,

                  For years I have admired the subtle motion of your hips and buttocks from afar,

                  She has almost doubled the number of lessons she takes in certain of the key techniques of classical spear-throwing.

               

               
                  17.

                  Through the wall, he hears the voice of someone moaning in pain.

                  What should he do about it? Should he in fact do anything?

                  Outside, in the garden, it is clearly one of the first mornings of spring.

                  And there! – now it’s stopped! (Hasn’t it?) Hasn’t it?

               

               
                  18.

                  Someone has just been stabbed in the lane beyond his garden!

                  But the scholar (no doubt misled by a common homonym)

                  Instead heard only the sound of some falling timber. (Odd.)

                  (Perhaps that’s what they mean by living too close to language?)

               

               
                  19.

                  Late at night, wearily walking back home,

                  He hears from behind a closed window the angry cry:

                  ‘You think more of the Moon than of this old thing here, don’t you?’

                  He turns off the road one lane later than usual.

               

               
                  20.

                  Two or three artisans hurry as best they can down the dark lane

                  Awkwardly carrying one large stone testicle each.

                  Oh, of course, the theory that the Buddha was essentially sexless

                  Has its fanatics! What great spiritual movement does not?

               

               
                  21.

                  He has been sitting there in his garden for an hour or two,

                  Meditating on the latest vexatious political instabilities,

                  When a shower of small jade balls scatter onto the lawn from the deep sky.

                  What? Can the Immortals themselves be falling out in awkward sympathy?

               

               
                  22.

                  After a few months, it at last occurred to him to investigate

                  The hollow base of the large statue of the Buddha he had lately bought.

                  He reached right in – and pulled out an ancient pair of something very like drawers.

                  An hour or two later, he returned – and reverentially put them back where he had got them.

               

               
                  23.

                  Pottering about in his garden on a pleasant summer’s day,

                  He unearths what looks like a very valuable ancient necklace.

                  Something about it talks to him in living terms of dead love.

                  But he knew he had no idea what to reply.

               

               
                  24.

                  The old scholar stands astonished at a corner of his garden wall.

                  Since last he was there, years ago, the mosses and lichens

                  Have combined to imitate the most excitingly obscene character of them all!

                  How, he wonders, can he keep this knowledge hidden from his wife? 

               

               
                  25.

                  The many petals which fell overnight from his prize chrysanthemums –

                  He discovers in the morning to be lying in mounds which suggest

                  The characters for We Crave Your New Wife’s Somewhat Exquisite Equivalent.

                  By the next year, of course, these flowers are nowhere in sight.

               

               
                  26. An Apology for Not Visiting

                  ‘I did indeed approach your remote retreat to visit you;

                  There where, as you said in your letter, ‘The plum-tree is my wife.’

                  But, on observing as I drew near that the phrase was, evidently, no mere metaphor,

                  I decided that the most prudent course open to me was to remove myself at once.’

               

               
                  27. From a Letter of Condolence

                  ‘Dear Sir, please accept these apologies for what must have seemed an unforgivably thoughtless remark.

                  The esteemed, sublime and able letter which you wrote to me recently about your late wife

                  Contained that modern tag which, I now learn, can mean either ‘old, dried fish’ or ‘a sunlit cemetery’.

                  Oh, my friend! Never have I more regretted my lamentably uncertain touch with current linguistic nuance!’

               

               
                  28.

                  The scholar has been unable to continue his work this morning

                  On The Fundamental Maturity of Most Chinese Poetry

                  Because his wife has just beaten him senseless with the heavy manuscript –

                  Although, in fairness to her be it said, she did at least glance through it first. 

               

               
                   29.

                  The pair of hanging scrolls at this table do not seem to be exactly matched.

                  One of them states: Whatever life is, it is what this here is now.

                  And the other: My new wife’s intimate household equipment is worth more than all the sacred mountains combined.

                  Still, in the local pronunciation, they do at least rhyme. (Which is always something.)

               

               
                  30.

                  Now that the cruxes in the ancient calligraphic masterpiece

                  Have been fully interpreted to the scribe by a visiting master,

                  It has somehow, curiously, lost a great deal of its interest for him.

                  Again and again, he walks past it, unnoticing, carrying some woman or other.

               

               
                  31.

                  Still annoyed, the Prime Minister rolls up the immensely long scroll

                  Of border-post after border-post, city after city,

                  And places it precisely in a dark spot near the door,

                  Hoping his immature, sulking lover will trip over it on coming in.

               

               
                  32.

                  Noticing at last that the new neighbour’s wife

                  Has a little, neat mouth and hard, glittering eyes,

                  The great moral thinker, rather to his own surprise,

                  Begins to visit next door much more often than he used to.

               

               
                  33.

                  The magistrate sits at comparative leisure in his large, radiant garden,

                  Surrounded by many documents and a few helpful daughters.

                  His neighbour’s son can hardly sleep for thinking about the daughters.

                  The neighbour himself would much prefer to get his hands on the documents.  

               

               
                  34.

                  No. That is not quite the sound of sandal on buttock.

                  It is, rather, the noise made when the great thinker discovers

                  That, of his five supposed children, only one is really his own.

                  And, she adds triumphantly, it’s the one you like the least!

               

               
                  35.

                  This is again the day of that ancient, ill-understood festival

                  When scholars must kneel on porches with their buttocks in the air

                  While servant-girls belabour them with inferior copies of the classics.

                  Odd. One might have thought this would have died out long before now.

               

               
                  36.

                  Frowning again, the girl looked over from the table

                  On which she knelt with her tender little behind in the air, and asked:

                  ‘Are you quite sure this ritual really will release my Auntie’s bonded soul from torment?’

                  From behind the embroidered screen nearby, a strong voice answered: ‘I am!’

               

               
                  37.

                  Of the line of elegant flowers which were nodding beside this stair,

                  There is now one less than were there at the start of the day.

                  Perhaps it stands resplendent on some poet’s sunlit table?

                  Or perhaps the woman next door to him is wearing it in her hair?

               

               
                  38.

                  On the wall, a delightful picture of flowers.

                  On the table, a delightful vase of the same flowers.

                  A petal quivers, as if just about to fall.

                  It quivers again, as if still just about to fall.

               

               
                  39.

                  Dawn. A single candle burns on the table beside him.

                  For hours he has been searching through the Classics,

                  Chasing up here, there and everywhere a mysteriously elusive text.

                  Crucial? No. No; not at all. It is of next to no significance.

               

               
                  40. A Political Allegory

                  ‘In the morning, he is leaning on the table with his head in his hands.

                  Later, in the afternoon, he is leaning against a wall.

                  As evening begins to fall, he is leaning against a rail of some sort.

                  Now it is dark. What does he lean against now? Anything? Yes?’

               

               
                  41. Opera Scene: ‘The Shrinking Spy’

                  ‘That candle has been shining there throughout the entire night.

                  Something important is certainly happening in our neighbour’s villa.

                  Is it perhaps the hatching of a stray, nefarious plot?

                  What? No. On the whole, darling, I tend to think – probably not.’

               

               
                  42.

                  After a while, the candle splutters and goes out.

                  He is sitting awake at the desk, but he does nothing about it.

                  Soon, he begins to hear a noise outside, in the garden.

                  But, after a while – thank God! – it too seems to go away.

               

               
                  43.

                  A little pirouette of footprints on the path beyond his gate!

                  Leaving in the morning, he notices them and is baffled.

                  Was someone pacing up and down there, uncertain, during the night?

                  But, no. No – doubtless only some drunk, who couldn’t even walk quite straight. 

               

               
                  44.

                  Approached by one gate, this delightful and superbly appointed mansion

                  Seems to be the very epitome of enlightened, scholarly repose.

                  Whereas, approached by other other – but, no: wait a moment. No.

                  There is no other gate, is there? No. Oh, very well! Let’s just go somewhere else.

               

               
                  45.

                  The great man, as he takes his last leave of the house,

                  Turns for a close, memorial look at the quiet garden

                  Where he spent so much time in recuperative meditation.

                  Ah – that magnificent view! It has always been there, has it?

               

               
                  46.

                  The small, quick stream tumbles modestly past an overgrown garden.

                  Over forty years ago, an important manuscript

                  Was thrown into it from this point, in a passing fit of pique.

                  Sometimes a thoughtful old gentleman pauses for a while on the path outside.

               

               
                  47.

                  Although the old scholar has lived in this retreat for some decades now,

                  The fact that a small, picturesque stream trickles into the lake

                  Just round the next promontory is still wholly unknown to him –

                  But then, his views on the real world always were somewhat opaque.

               

               
                  [Alternative last line:

                  But then, he thinks the entire physical world is merely a clever fake.

                  Vel:

                  Or such at least is the not unproblematic claim he likes to make.

                  Vel:

                  Or so he prefers to claim. (Perhaps on little more than a whim.)

                  Vel:

                  Or so he claims anyway. (A claim strangely hard to shake.)

                  Vel:

                  But perhaps this is all merely part of life’s endless give-and-take?

                  Vel:

                  (And he’ll be dead in an hour! Such a strange business, isn’t it?)

                  (Vel:

                  Or do I perhaps mean, his brother?) (Yes – that’s far more likely, isn’t it?)

                  Vel:

                  (Or could I possibly be thinking of somewhere else?)

                  Vel:

                  (Yes. Or could I possibly be thinking of someone else?)

                  Vel:

                  (Or perhaps it isn’t? Yes. Yes – I may be quite wrong about that.)

                  Vel:

                  (Or perhaps it isn’t? But if not there, then where?)

                  Vel:

                  (Nor, for that matter, did he ever know who his real father was.)

                  (Vel:

                  So what on Earth does he think it is that is keeping him awake?)

                  Vel:

                  Or so he prefers to claim when he’s wide awake.

                  Vel:

                  Even although, occasionally, it is part of what he might hear.

                  Vel:

                  (I dare say it would be different if he could swim.)

                  Vel:

                  (But, after all, what is knowledge? Or, for that matter, water?)]

               

               
                  48. A Waning Folksong

                  ‘This small stream is the boundary between two ancient kingdoms.

                  Does anybody still know that? I doubt if anyone does.

                  In which case, perhaps the suggestion here made is quite simply an error?

                  Yes. Yes – perhaps it was never really a boundary at all. Hmm. All right. Buzz, buzz, buzz.’ 

               

               
                  49.

                  The uncultivated wilds reveal yet another rude, glassy stream.

                  One would not have expected to find particularly much here.

                  Certainly that group of four drunks comes as rather a surprise.

                  (But no doubt the landscape hereabouts is absolutely full of such surprises?)

               

               
                  50.

                  The Zen poet, Chan Ce, is seated beneath a disused blockhouse,

                  Composing a fresh, lively immediate evocation of the ever-changing sunset –

                  When a dead body somehow falls with a thump onto the ground right beside him!

                  Of course, he then tries his best to work this detail spontaneously in.

               

               
                  51. An Inscription

                  ‘How beautiful the old fool’s garden is in this uncanny evening light!

                  I feel as if I could take my ease here forever, behind this high, highly civilised trellis.

                  That stream would no doubt continue to run hither out of the distance, unimpeded.

                  Yes. Oh well. Still. I don’t suppose I can stay here like this all night, can I, dear?’

               

               
                  52.

                  A man is standing on a bridge, listening to the trees above him.

                  Below him, the stream continues its casual descent.

                  In front of him lies an at best extremely hazardous future.

                  Behind him, a rock-face clambers indifferently on up towards the steep sky. 

               

               
                  53. A Political Allegory

                  ‘The baffled man is still standing behind an ornamental rock.

                  No. That is definitely his instrument he is holding in one hand.

                  But who can say what the gently squeaking object is which he’s holding in the other?

                  Particularly since no-one else is awake at the present moment anywhere in the immediate neighbourhood?’

               

               
                  54.

                  The silence of the broad, summery, afforested slope

                  Is broken by a sudden joyful cry of: ‘Yes! I have a cock!’

                  Perhaps some nearby hermit (or farmer?) has at last attained enlightenment?

                  Even so, the rock-strewn stream continues to saunter unimpressedly by.

               

               
                  55. A Fairly Common Inscription

                  ‘I sometimes wonder what right I have to enjoy myself quite so much here

                  In this quiet, secluded retreat, with a fine view of waters and hills –

                  While elsewhere so many others must suffer cruelly from hardship and overwork.

                  But then mature reflection inclines me to think: “Underwear!”’

               

               
                  56.

                  After thirty or so years sequestered in his quiet, leafy retreat,

                  The retired official wakens up on another safe, calm, promising morning

                  And realises that, for a long time now, he has absolutely hated this bloody tedious place.

                  He turns over on his side and, farting, tries to improve the national anthem.

               

               
                  57.

                  Each day or so for years, the two ever fatter officials

                  Have met to discuss art, and the vital questions of existence,

                  In this noisy but elegant tea-room half-concealed in a quiet lane.

                  (All three have been told at least once to never come back here again.)

               

               
                  58.

                  The tiny, muddy stairway at the wineshop’s outer wall

                  Leads down towards a dark, dismal, unpromising cellar.

                  And so very few people know that the landlord’s outlawed cousin

                  Has been [a two-character gap] in here for the last twenty-odd years.

               

               
                  59. Poem Written While Under the Influence

                  ‘Beloved friend, at such an inspired early hour as this,

                  I remember the many good times we have seen together – almost –

                  And also the fact that you broke that favourite vase of mine thirteen years ago.

                  You did! You know you did! You absolute bastard! That’s why I poisoned your wife! Er – I mean, your horse – sorry. Sorry.’

               

               
                  60.

                  If every fallen leaf here represented a human being

                  Whom he has seen mentioned in his official reports,

                  How many trees more or less would this forest need to have –

                  He wonders for a few seconds, before getting back onto his horse.

               

               
                  61. Opera Scene: ‘The Lo Man Actor’

                  ‘Alas, because I was for a few years in my youth an actor,

                  I now find myself disqualified from seeking high official office –

                  And all this despite performing as some of the greatest men in history!

                  To widespread acclaim! They loved me! (Did nobody see my reviews?)’

               

               
                  62. Inscribed Rather Low on a Public Wall

                  ‘For forty years I ploughed the harsh fields of the inkslab,

                  A harmless official drudge – until a passing Madame

                  Asked me to lug a tub into a house for her one morning –

                  And suddenly I understood Fate from the inside.’

               

               
                  63. His Epitaph for Himself

                  ‘How fortunate I feel I am, to have been allowed to work here

                  In this small riverside town, safe in the world’s only real country

                  For my whole life, some seventy-odd years of quiet productive mercantile drudgery.

                  Oh, if only my eight or nine sons could have been at least a little more like myself!’

               

               
                  64.

                  He sits on the terrace, looking out at the water,

                  As he has done every day for the last thirty-odd years,

                  Barring the occasional illness, or storm, or vital visit.

                  Once again, a small boat bobs at a far-off landing-place.

               

               
                  65.

                  The priest eventually emerges from his profound meditations, to discover

                  That some thief or other must have made surreptitiously off with his precious skiff!

                  Very well then! Fine! He shall just spend the rest of his entire life on this sacred island!

                  (And his small room in the town does indeed remain unentered for the next few days at least.)

               

               
                  66.

                  Quite as to why this charming uninhabited island

                  Is known as The Meeting-Place of the Two Shy Triplets

                  Local history does not relate, or seems to have forgotten.

                  But, look! Thin, rotting ropes still hang from some of the branches!

               

               
                  67.

                  At dawn, the clouds swiftly darkened and the rain fell in torrents.

                  (How often has that happened in all the history of China?)

                  And an official who was just then sniffing at his loved one’s bun sneezed.

                  (Which must still keep us in the many thousands, I suppose.)

               

               
                  68.

                  Comfortably ensconced in his private study,

                  With, on the walls around him, a truly astonishing,

                  Unequalled collection of erotic and obscene snuff-boxes,

                  The old connoisseur smiles quietly in his sleep.

               

               
                  69.

                  The petals which fell overnight from his prize chrysanthemums,

                  He discovers in the morning to be lying in such a way

                  As to hint at the obvious character for sniff. He sighs again.

                  Will Heaven really never stop sending him all these bloody messages?

               

               
                  70.

                  The old flower-and-insect painting, with its hidden, ecstatic message,

                  Hangs on the walls of the house for decade after decade

                  Till the parents die, and the children age and vanish,

                  And a friend’s son quietly takes it away and does not bring it back.

               

               
                  71. A Message Scratched on a Wall

                  ‘Arriving, after a long, tiring walk, at this pavilion near the ford,

                  I found some dregs and scraps – though you yourself had already gone –

                  No doubt to some other pavilion much higher up the slope.

                  But at least this gives me the chance to say: I don’t really like you much at all.’

               

               
                  72.

                  A few leaves blow around on the high path.

                  Someone quickly walks down the lane below the bluff.

                  An hour goes past. A year? (Or a century? Hmm.) Are we in fact here?

                  And yet – where else should anyone really be?

               

               
                  73.

                  Some shattered fences lie in a gully.

                  A small path leads to a higher valley

                  In which a few scattered bones are lying. Right.

                  Now, go back to the fences and inspect them for a few minutes more, eh?

               

               
                  74.

                  It was simple. He set out from the house below,

                  Intending to climb to the high, preoccupied pavilion

                  As he had done innumerable times before.

                  But he never arrived there. No. Someone else arrived there instead.

               

               
                  75.

                  That small central pavilion has remained quite unvisited today.

                  You know, this must be the first time in nearly thirty-seven years

                  That no-one has been here at any moment between dawn and dusk. Hmm.

                  Has something particularly important perhaps been going on in the neighbourhood?

               

               
                  76. A Faded Inscription

                  ‘With luck, I shall fall asleep, drunk, here in this dank Jade Pavilion;

                  Die in a bloated dream, and never feel anything more.

                  So. Please do not wake me up, my friend, if I should begin to snore.

                  My friend. Yes. Or not my friend. Really – what does it matter?’

               

               
                  77.

                  The gay toper has been looking all day from this elegant pavilion,

                  Out to where, across the river, a farmer labours in his field.

                  He has shaken his head in admiration time without number by now.

                  Indeed, had he not just passed out, he might well still be shaking it.

               

               
                  78.

                  Soon afterwards, waking up and realising

                  That what he took to be a golden bow is in reality an old hoe,

                  The peasant shakes his head, gets to his feet

                  And crosses to some harsh fields, where he works away until night falls yet again.

               

               
                  79. Questions of an Intelligent Traveller

                  ‘Aren’t these ridiculous mountains at least four or five times their necessary size?

                  What an utterly absurd backdrop for a pleasant little fishing-village!

                  How, for instance, can anyone nonchalantly go about his ordinary business here

                  Without glancing up every second minute at such a precariously raised sky? Eh? (Whereabouts is the local brothel here by the way?)’

               

               
                  80.

                  This arm of the mountain range proceeds no further.

                  A sheer cliff ends it without compunction.

                  Sky is there. And there. And there.

                  Grass is there too. Long, silent grass[es].

               

               
                  81.

                  An intense local shower falls on the mountain slope,

                  But nobody is there to notice it.

                  Water droplets descend irregularly from leaf to leaf,

                  Unlike the nearby army marching strictly forward, bathed in sunlight.

               

               
                  82.

                  An empty room stands in Cathay, in the sunlight.

                  (But at any moment there must be millions of those!)

                  (What then is so special about this particular room?

                  (Has somebody wonderful perhaps just left it? (Yes. That might be the answer?)))

               

               
                  83.

                  ‘Can I come out now?’ the voice calls pleadingly.

                  But there is no reply. It calls again.

                  Still there is no reply. Have they perhaps gone away?

                  A few more contented shadows glide silently across the room.

               

               
                  84.

                  A shoulder rests lightly against a wall.

                  Space in this room is at a premium, among all these books.

                  A hand rests lightly against a head.

                  Yes! This never-to-be-forgotten secret moment!

               

               
                  85.

                  The corridor continues secretively on and on and on,

                  Far past the living quarters of the important people –

                  On to vague regions of storage, function and irrelevance

                  Where the few occupied rooms might contain a genius or two.

               

               
                  86. Epitaph on a Genius Who Died Young

                  When asked what it was like to be so incredibly gifted,

                  He smiled quietly and said, with delightful good humour:

                  ‘Oh well, you know, one has to be somebody, doesn’t one?

                  Just think what it must be like to be one of these [rich] people!’

               

               
                  87.

                  From all over this great city I hear keen sounds of enjoyment,

                  The lonely poet writes, perfecting his calligraphy;

                  Improvising on the fine new paper he has lately managed to buy.

                  But none for me. Invitation, that is. WHY DO I EVEN BLOODY BOTHER? EH???

               

               
                  88.

                  Half a dozen palace officials in their different apartments

                  Are writing the phrase, In my considered view, more or less simultaneously,

                  At this particular moment, as the sunlight starts to break through.

                  (One of them at least is making a very grave mistake!)

               

               
                  89.

                  The official wakes up and frowns. Of course. Of course.

                  In this cramped, temporary accommodation

                  He is forced to sleep in a single bed with all three of his wives at once.

                  He sighs. All right. Whose hand is it at his throat this time?

               

               
                  90.

                  In fact, over the slow, unsteady course of the transfiguring, almost all-altering years,

                  Three people have died in separate bouts of sleep in this particular palace room –

                  While at least two others have expired in what might reasonably be called a much less dignified manner.

                  But this next suddenly arrived new pair here now hurry towards the big, faithful old bed anyway. (Will they never bloody learn?)

               

               
                  91.

                  It was when the Emperor’s heir, a bleak, solemn lad of nine summers,

                  Was discovered to be spending much of his free time each day in a small temple-yard,

                  Passionately biting semi-poisonous spiders in half,

                  That the drift to the pathless interior really began to establish itself. 

               

               
                  92.

                  ‘The Emperor’s rather strange Uncle has returned!’

                  The news spreads quickly into every room of the Palace.

                  Soon, some brave ladies begin to appear up on their balconies,

                  Dressed to suggest a certain dignified tolerance for vulgar abuse.

               

               
                  93. A Political Allegory

                  ‘The long, freely hanging sleeves of the court ladies

                  Lightly touch their sides, then swing outwards

                  To float in the palace air; before returning

                  To caress them in a quintessentially untrustworthy manner.’

               

               
                  94.

                  In the moonlight, on one of the lesser palace balconies,

                  A court lady is trying to perform a stately, unburdened dance

                  For a legless peer in the darkness nearby, who is joyfully encouraging her.

                  But don’t all those cries of ‘Jug! Jugs! Jiggle!’ perhaps risk alerting the guards?

               

               
                  95.

                  One of the new Court Ladies gasps and stiffens imperceptibly.

                  Doubtless through sheer ignorance, the visiting flute maestro

                  Has just embarked on a tune known back home as The Swinging Huang of Spring. Dear me!

                  Fortunately, however – um – no-one else seems to have noticed a thing.

               

               
                  96.

                  After the musicians have finished playing, there is a long pause.

                  The Emperor sits on for a while, with his eyes still closed, quite rapt.

                  While he does so, the Empress at last hurries back into her place, gently panting.

                  Truly a narrow escape! (There follows subdued by nonetheless heartfelt applause.)

               

               
                  97.

                  The old sage sits in the garden, listening to a group of women

                  Who are performing music for him, using all eight classical sounds:

                  Silk, bamboo, metal, stone, wood, leather, gourds and earthenware.

                  Yes! It was well worth giving up half his ancestral estate for this …

               

               
                  98.

                  The old sage sits in the narrow garden, listening to a group of women

                  Who are performing music for him, this time using nine sounds:

                  Silk, bamboo, metal, stone, wood, knees, leather, gourds and earthenware.

                  Yes. Perhaps he is frowning mildly – but it’s not at all from distaste.

               

               
                  99.

                  The old sage sits in the narrow garden, next to a group of women

                  Performing old-fashioned music for him, using all the classical forms:

                  They tear. They blow into. They drop. They lose. They elegantly eat from.

                  They smash. They scrape. They rub. They hit. They burst. They wear with aplomb.

               

               
                  100.

                  Those rude unpolished gutturals

                  On the other side of the suave wall!

                  Let us move a little deeper into the temple garden, darling

                  To where absolutely no-one will ever dare to disturb us.
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