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Acclaim for Kien Nguyen's

The Tapestries

“Nguyen relates an epic tale of family, greed, revenge, and love set in Vietnam during the early decades of the 20th century…. An exciting tale that takes many twists and turns.”

—Rebecca Stuhr, Library Journal

“A heartfelt book, inspired by Nguyen's grandfather, a tapestry weaver in the court of Bao Dai, the last emperor of Vietnam…. The novel fuses family history with folk tales. At its best, The Tapestries gives us fascinating glimpses of village and court life in Vietnam from 1916 to 1932.”

—Charles Matthews, San Jose Mercury News

“Mesmerizing…. Nguyen's thrilling storytelling leaves the impression that the supernatural does indeed exist, whether in the form of human dementia or the hostilities of nature itself. The Tapestries is a fascinating, complicated story, filled with colorful characters…written with elegance and style. It's a tour de force for Kien Nguyen to have used a classic fairy-tale genre about an ancient way of life to depict a contemporary love story.”

—Corinna Lothar, Washington Times

“Powerful…. A thrilling tale based on an extraordinary life.”

—Kristine Huntley, Booklist

“A poignant and deeply satisfying novel…. The Tapestries is set in a Vietnam unknown to most Americans. That this strange and beautiful lost world has been brought to life for us by a storyteller of such force as Kien Nguyen is cause for celebration.”

—Sigrid Nunez, author of For Rouenna

“A daringly complex and vividly imagined debut novel about a boy who fights to reclaim his family's royal legacy…. The beauty of Nguyen's stately, ornate prose—perfectly suited to the rigidly formal customs of Vietnamese royalty—serves him well as the complex plot unfolds. The scope of the tale and its grace and power make this a formidable first novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Tapestries has the obsessive concentration of a Greek tragedy and the slow and howling glory of an opera…. The tale's ins and outs take us from the country to the capital, from the Imperial Palace to the low taverns and brothels of Saigon. We even get glimpses of the high seas and Parisian high society…. Many elements of The Tapestries seem familiar from Kien Nguyen's memoir, The Unwanted…. But Nguyen is such a skillful storyteller that the similarities make his novel seem universal, not repetitive—as if this story must be told again and again, like a fairy tale, until its ending comes out right.”

—Polly Shulman, Newsday

“Romance and revenge are vividly depicted in The Tapestries…. The author describes landscapes, clothing, food, architecture, festivals, ceremonies and other aspects of Vietnamese life in rich detail…. A fine debut.”

—Dean Neprud, Minneapolis Star Tribune

“This excursion into a vanished world of scimitars and eunuchs and polygamy delivers…. That Kien Nguyen was not fluent in English when he arrived some fifteen years ago lends more power to The Tapestries, whose precise images put the work of countless native speakers to shame.”

—Anneli Rufus, San Francisco Chronicle

“A brilliant novel filled with details of turn-of-the-century Vietnam—a novel with a spellbinding love affair, drama, intrigue, warmth, and humor. Don't miss this lovely book.”

—Ann LaFarge, Taconic Press


ALSO BY KIEN NGUYEN

The Unwanted


To my mother;

to my godfather, Frank Andrews;

and to my mentor, Nhat Tien

Part One

chapter one

The Wedding

HUE CITY, JANUARY 1916

During the winter months, the Perfume River was chilly, especially at dawn. The morning of Dan Nguyen's first wedding was no exception. While the sun was still hidden, its early rays reached from behind the Ngu Binh Mountain, stretching pale-yellow fingers over the sky. Thin clouds wafted by, and the wind whipped up whirlpools of mist. Damp tendrils drifted over the jungle of oak trees that climbed the steep mountainside and were lost against the horizon.

Along the side of the river, a strip of land still lay in darkness. From afar, it looked like the back of a crocodile floating in the water. A few hundred feet away, a sampan moved slowly upstream. Both sides of the boat were painted with red resin from the lacquer tree and highlighted with gold trim in large rectangular patterns—the design reserved for weddings.

At the vessel's stern, a white-haired man with stooped shoulders sat on the floor. His gnarled hands clenched an oar, and he leaned heavily into its strokes. The man seemed lost in his own world. His eyes, hidden beneath the rim of a torn conical hat, focused on the water. The faded blue peasant shirt on his back was tattered, exposing his bony ribs. Next to him hung a red lantern that illuminated a short stretch of river ahead. The faint sound of the oar moving the water echoed against the silence.

Behind the old man, in the center of the sampan, was a small cabin with a roof built of red-lacquered bamboo stalks lashed together with palm fronds. Across its entrance hung a pink silk screen on which a canary-yellow dragon entwined with its feminine mate, an equally gracious phoenix. Custom dictated that the bride must be concealed from sight. She sat behind the silk barrier, careful not to make a sound while the boat rocked to the helmsman's gentle rhythm.

Just as the sun appeared from behind the purple mountain, the old man guided his bridal sampan toward land. Sunlight broke through the clouds into thousands of tiny golden pennies. The old man squinted, searching the shoreline for a place to dock. He did not have to look far.

Just ahead, where the ground extended into the water to form a long, narrow wharf, twenty people from the groom's family stood in a single file. Most of them wore the ao dai, the ceremonial garb reserved for festivities such as this. The costumes were similar for both men and women: a tunic, made out of silk or satin, with a long skirt separated at the waist into two panels, front and back. The men wore their robes over white pants, while the women wore theirs over black—a more subservient color.

The wedding party had prepared the landing site by hanging strings of firecrackers over the branches of the tamarind trees. Upon the arrival of the sampan, the two oldest men began the ceremony by burning purified joss sticks. Then they ignited the firecrackers. The red, petal-like missiles burst into the morning air, stirring flocks of sparrows from their sleep. They flapped their gray wings among the dark branches, adding their screeches to the din. The deafening sound of the explosives was believed to banish evil spirits as the groom's family prepared to accept their new daughter-in-law.

With the help of two young servants, the old man stepped off his boat. He took off his hat and bowed to the elders. His gesture was mechanical yet courteous. He focused his eyes on the crimson debris of the fireworks on the ground. After the last few scattered booms, silence returned to the riverbank, and even the fog seemed to settle back into its original pattern, draped over the oak trees.

From the greeting party, one man marched forward. He was about forty-five years old, and his deep-set eyes peered from beneath bushy eyebrows. His high cheekbones and the downward curve of his mouth made his features appear grim and darkly authoritative. He wore a headdress of black silk, folded into many layers, which framed the crown of his head like a halo. His ao dai was ocean blue, with a subtle, darker, dotted pattern of embroidery, representing the royal symbol of longevity. The fabric was handwoven from a superlative silk, made by the silkworms of the famous Phu Yen Village. Even a rich man could afford only a few such garments. He returned the old man's salutation with a slow bow, then knitted his hands together and faced his palms upward, placing them against his abdomen.

“Greetings,” he said to the visitor. “My name is Tat Nguyen. I am the father of the groom. Welcome to our humble town.”

The old man's head bowed lower, so that no one could see his lips moving as he spoke. “Thank you, but I am afraid that I can't accept your warm welcome, Master Nguyen. My job is to deliver my granddaughter to your home. It is now done, and so I must bid my farewell. Take her with you to the groom. From this moment on, she belongs in your household, sir.”

He stepped aside, leaving room for the groom's family to approach the sampan. A pair of servants came forward and joined the other two on the boat. One stood at each corner of the bridal cabin. Then, with one synchronized movement, they hoisted the cubicle to their shoulders and carried it to the shore.

Master Nguyen lifted a corner of his robe and strode to the cabin. He parted the silk screen with the back of his hand to reveal its small interior. Looking back at him was a woman in her twenties. Dressed in a red wedding gown, she crouched with visible discomfort in the center of the cabin. The moment she saw his face, she recoiled farther into her cramped sanctuary. Her eyes, slanted and wide-set, darted as though she were searching for a way to flee. From years of working outdoors, her body had absorbed so much sunlight that a glow seemed to radiate from her skin. She had a big, flat nose, large mouth, and oversized teeth, which were stained black with the juice of betel nuts. He drew his eyebrows together disapprovingly.

“Master, do you like what you see, sir?” came a female voice from somewhere behind him.

He turned to see an elderly woman whose back was bent so close to the ground that she appeared to be crawling instead of walking. She was the matchmaker who was responsible for this arranged wedding. Trying to meet his stare, she looped her neck like a duck.

“How old is she?” he asked.

“Four and twenty, sir.”

His frown deepened. “She is an old maid, isn't she?”

“She is very healthy,” the matchmaker replied quickly. “She is as strong as a bull. And look at her breasts. They are heavy. You will be blessed with many grandchildren.”

He relaxed his grimace, looked at the bride, and asked, “What is your name, daughter?”

Upon hearing this, the matchmaker turned happily to the others. “The master has approved. He called her ‘daughter.’ Bring in the musicians!”

A much louder noise from a turn of the street drowned out the old lady's excited cry—the pulsating sound of a drum. Within seconds, a dragon made of glossy painted wood, cardboard, and papier mâché, held up high on bamboo sticks, appeared at the opening of the wharf. From afar, it seemed to float through the village. Young men in white shirts and red pants danced under it to the beat of the drum. Lanterns, shaped like butterflies and fish, burned brightly under the early-morning sun. A soprano sang the ending verse from the famous opera The King's Wedding. Her voice glided to the highest note before it, too, blended with the sounds of revelry. More firecrackers soared through the air, and no one seemed to notice when the old man slipped away to his boat and turned it back downstream.

When the noisy celebration dimmed, the bride shyly answered her father-in-law's question. “My name is Ven, sir.”

“Good.” Master Nguyen nodded. It was a lowly name that one would give only to a dog, yet somehow it suited her, he thought.

The matchmaker handed him a red veil, which he hung over the bride's head, concealing her face. From that time on, all she could see were the ruby tips of her slippers, yet she was thankful. The sheer fabric became her protective shield. Alone in a strange town, she would rather be led through the ceremony like a blind woman, unaware of the disparaging looks, like the one she had just received from her husband's father. In the back of her mind, a pang of curiosity stirred up, as faint as smoke. What did he look like? She knew nothing about her bridegroom. What of his personality, his likes, his dislikes, even his name? And yet, these things mattered little at this juncture of her life. Like it or not, she was about to be a married woman.

The servants carried her through the streets. The farther they walked, the more vigorously the cabin rocked on their shoulders. She leaned back, closed her eyes, and let herself sway with its movement. The thought of becoming a fine woman in a rich man's home relaxed her aching muscles. The folds of her satin gown trapped her body heat, and she began perspiring. “An elegant lady never sweats.” She dimly remembered an old saying she had heard as a child. She reached under the veil and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

At last, the bridal party stopped at what seemed to be the back entrance of a house. Someone swept aside the silk curtain of her cubicle and took her callused palm. She recognized the matchmaker's wrinkled hand as the old lady guided her down a muddy path that led to a wooden door.

At the entrance, a burning pot of red coals sat on the ground waiting for her. It was the custom for the bride to step over a blazing stove before setting foot in her new home. The fire would rid her soul of any evil spirits still clinging to it. The matchmaker explained that, according to the astrologer, Ven's unfortunate time of birth required her to enter through the back door and go straight to her honeymoon suite. The rest of the wedding celebration would continue without her.

Ven had to wait for her husband to come and lift her veil. This was another important tradition she had been told that she must follow if she ever hoped to have a long and happy life with this man. Seeing nothing but the tiles beneath her feet, Ven was led through unseen rooms and seated on her bridal bed, alone in the unfamiliar house.

Ven lost count of how many hours she remained alone. From the fading of a few streaks of light on the floor, she could tell that the day had aged into night. Outside the window, the party seemed to be winding down. She could hear the laughter slowly diminish into the slurring of drunken guests. The ebullient opera had ended, and now there was a single, soporific moan of a lute. In the dark, her back throbbed, and the numbness in her buttocks spread down her legs. She was hungry and tired. The gown tightened around her bosom, making it difficult for her to breathe.

Just when she thought she could not wait any longer, Ven heard the squeaking noise of a door as it opened and shut. A small group of people tiptoed into the room. Their whispering sounded to her like the wind rasping against rice paper. The oil lamp on the nightstand by her side flickered into light. Moments later, she heard the intruders withdraw, carefully closing the door behind them.

But Ven could tell that she was not alone. The subtle movement of the furniture, the faint rustle of clothing, and the quiet footsteps moving back and forth kept her frozen in place. It's him, she thought. It must be my husband. Who else could it be? In seconds, her months of waiting would be over. Like a boiling pot of water, the anxiety rose up, and she could hardly control her composure. She sat tightly, watching her hands tremble. She could feel the heat from her husband's body as he approached her. She kept her eyes downcast. Touching the ruby tips of her slippers were two tiny bare feet, just half the size of hers. A small hand reached out and clumsily tugged the veil from her face.

Standing before her was a little boy wearing a groom's costume. He could not have been older than seven. She could see the wide gap of his missing front teeth as he grinned at her, and it came to her that this child was her husband.

She got up from the edge of the wedding bed and lowered the oil lamp until it emitted only a dot of light the size of a pea. Quietly, she took off her restrictive clothing. The boy sat on the bed and watched her with his large, almond-shaped eyes. He inserted his thumb into the gap in his teeth. Ven left her undergarments on and climbed into the bed, pulling the mosquito net over her. As she lay down, her husband snuggled into her outstretched arms. He buried his face in her armpit, sucking his thumb.

She took the boy's wrist and pulled the finger out of his mouth. With an effort, she made her voice low and reasonable. “Young master, you are too old for this habit.” He lay still, looking at her. Then he closed his eyes and went to sleep. Ven struggled with an impulse to wipe the drool off his face.

In the dark, she began to understand what her position would be in this rich man's house. They did not marry her to make her a fine lady. They wanted her for slave labor. Yet, being a daughter-in-law, she was not entitled to the salary a servant would have been paid.

To her surprise, Ven found she could not cry. Soon exhaustion claimed her.


chapter two

Breakfast

Ven was awoken before dawn by a tapping on her shoulder. In the light of the oil lantern, she saw the shadowed face of a young woman leaning over her. At her side, still wrapped in her arms, her groom was asleep.

Ven pulled away from her husband gently, so as not to disturb him. His peaceful face, round with baby fat, pressed against the hard tatami surface. The oak bed creaked under her weight like the bones of an old person. Through the bedroom window the night seemed frozen in time, and the courtyard shimmered in an iridescent glow. Here and there, the moonlight lingered on a few rare orchids.

Beyond the high brick garden wall, she heard the lazy footsteps of a time-teller. In most communities, the task of telling time fell to the village idiot, since his duty was considered lowly in the extreme. Most often, he lived in a hut on the outskirts of town, far from any neighbors. Besides the clothes on his back, the time-teller typically owned only a small metal gong. Night after night, he wandered the streets, sounding the passage of time with his padded hammer. By counting the strokes he made, the villagers could approximate the hour. The night was divided into five intervals, each about two Western hours long, stretching from sunset to rooster's crow. Ven counted four strokes on the gong. Its hollow sound echoed through the stillness long after the man's shuffling footsteps had receded.

She dressed quickly in the dark, wearing the undergarments she had on from the day before. From the bundle of possessions she had brought with her, she chose a long-sleeved cotton blouse, as the sun would not come up for several more hours.

The young woman who had woken Ven up stood waiting by the doorway. She was dressed in servant's clothes—a faded brown uniform. She was about sixteen years old, and sleep still crusted her eyelids. With an impatient gesture, she beckoned for Ven to follow her. Ven took a lantern from the bamboo stick outside the bedroom door and watched the servant hurry ahead of her down the hall. The girl was heavy, and she waddled like a pregnant mare.

“What is your name?” Ven asked her.

“I am called Song,” she said in a whisper.

“Where are we going?” Ven hastened to keep up as they walked down one of the manicured paths that cut across the garden, dividing it into rectangular beds of well-kept grasses and plants.

The maid stopped next to a plum tree and turned to look at Ven. “We are going to the kitchen, of course,” she whispered. “First Mistress has ordered you to make breakfast and have it ready by the time the other mistresses wake up. Didn't the matchmaker tell you this would be your duty?”

“No,” Ven replied. “When do the mistresses wake up?”

“As soon as the time-teller makes his last round. But if I were you, I would not rely on him. He drinks too much rice wine and is always late. You have about two hours to prepare the meal.”

She resumed her swaying gait, and they walked in front of Master Nguyen's house. The mansion and its outlying buildings faced a white-brick path, about twenty feet wide and a hundred yards long, that led to the street. Three gates protected the compound from intruders. The middle and largest one was a solid piece of black granite, split in two. When closed, the two sides merged in a complicated carving that depicted a portion of the mystical world of Heaven—beautiful bodies of the immortals dancing in and out of the clouds. Through this elegant portal only family members and honored guests would pass. Servants and vendors used the two side doors, which were modest in size and made of simply carved wood.

Ven stopped to look at her new home. Under the indigo moonlight, its outline glinted as though made out of sapphire. Never in her life had she been in a place so magnificent. It was a miniature palace, from the golden roof, decorated with a bold ceramic dragon at each corner, to the red sliding panels of its doors. In front stood five massive granite columns, embossed with carved dragons. The veranda held an ornamental vase balanced on a wooden stand large enough to hide an adult. Inside grew a eucalyptus twisted into the shape of a phoenix, which reached its wings to the sky as if to take flight.

They turned onto a side path, and through a window of opaque parchment, Ven was surprised to see that the main living room was aglow. The light of oil lamps flickered on the silhouettes of two men. They leaned over a desk in serious discussion. Curious, Ven stepped closer. She could hear their urgent whispers, though she could not make out what they were saying.

Song slipped in next to her. “The master is meeting with Master Long, the town mayor.”

“Did my father-in-law entertain a lot of overnight guests because of the wedding?” Ven asked.

The girl shook her head. “No, the master doesn't allow overnight guests, except for a few important people and, of course, his fishing crews. Master Long did not come for your wedding. He sometimes comes after dinner, and he and the master stay up talking until dawn.”

“How often do they meet?”

“It varies,” Song replied. “Our master and the first two mistresses are seldom home, but when they are, they entertain several guests. For example, Master Long was here four nights already this week. Occasionally, two other men accompany him.”

“What do they talk about?” Ven asked. Her eyes were glued to the shadows on the screened window.

“I don't know. I assume it's about the master's business.”

“What kind of business does he have?”

Song looked up at Ven with a fearful expression. “Please, Mistress—”

It was the first time that Song had addressed Ven with a title. She listened as the maid continued, “I beg you, don't ask me any more questions. Your in-laws would not hesitate to discipline me severely if they found out I was telling you these things.” The girl turned away and hid behind the curtain of her hair.

Ven knew she should give up her prying and make herself subservient in the eyes of others. But inside she felt a touch of rebellion, and as isolated as she was in this strange house, she could not let go of the subject. She touched the girl's shoulder. “I am scared, too,” she admitted. “You and I are of the same kind. We are both women. And we are slaves under this roof. But unlike you, I do not receive wages for my service, and to others I am still an outsider. For those reasons, I need your help. Please tell me about these people before I meet them, so that I can avoid mistakes. I promise I won't get you into trouble.”

Song sighed. “I see that you know as little about them as they know about you,” she said. “The master and his first two wives earn their living from the sea. Master is the captain of the largest fishing boat in this town. Most of the men in the village work for him as his sailors.”

“What about Third Mistress? What does she do?”

“Third Mistress is like a water lily, beautiful but fragile. Before she was married to our master, she was an actress in a Chinese opera troupe, which performed in the big cities. She was sold into this house when she was fourteen. I learned this from Old Che, the family's cook. She was handed over to settle a debt the owner of the troupe had with the master. He loves her beyond reason. He treats her like a Buddha statue and never lets anyone or anything so much as touch her fingernails. Ever since she was blessed with a child, and nearly died giving birth to him, Master Nguyen has allowed her to handle the household while he is away at sea. That child is your new husband.”

Ven ran her hand over the bars that protected the window. She knew it was dangerous to linger, but the voices from the other side of the parchment stirred her curiosity. “What could they possibly be talking about that would last all night? Surely it can't just be business.”

Song's eyes took on a conspiratorial sparkle. “Do you want to find out?” Without waiting for an answer, she put a finger in her mouth and moistened it, then used it to poke a small hole through the parchment. Ven stepped closer and put her eye to the opening.

From her oblique angle, she could not see Master Nguyen's face. It was hidden behind a lantern, but she recognized his dark-blue robe with the sphere-shaped embroidered pattern. He was reading something to his guest out of a notebook. She had a direct view of the other man, who appeared to be in his early thirties. He had thick hair and wore thin-rimmed glasses. His delicate lips tightened to form a straight line across the lower half of his face. He appeared to be listening intently to Master Nguyen.

Song leaned close to Ven's ear. “Can you make out what they are saying, Mistress?” she murmured.

“Only a little,” said Ven. “They seem to be discussing politics, not business.”

“It's possible,” the girl said. “Master Nguyen is passionate about political affairs. The royal palace once offered him a position, but he declined.”

“Why?” To Ven, the idea of refusing the fame and fortune that came with a royal assignment was inconceivable.

“I don't know,” Song said. “I once heard Third Mistress say that he isn't happy with the influence that the French government has over the court at Hue.” The maid looked over her shoulder and seemed to grow worried. “Let's go,” she said, pulling at Ven's arm. “Before someone sees us. Besides, I'm getting chilly, aren't you?”

Ven pulled herself away from the window and followed Song to the kitchen, a small building next to the living quarters. It was the dirtiest place she had ever seen. The original color of its walls had long been buried under a greasy coating of sticky black soot. A bitter smell of burned pork fat, mixed with the stench of singed feathers, formed a dark cloud under the low ceiling. Oversized pots and pans, some big enough to hold an entire potbellied pig, lay scattered on the damp cement floor. Ven could see the food encrusted around their edges. None of this surprised her.

Like most Vietnamese, her in-laws apparently believed that the kitchen was a place that generated fortune. The dirtier it got, the richer the owner would be. Anyone foolish enough to clean up his kitchen would soon find his fortunes wiped out. Ven's origins were humble. She never had a reason to follow this ancient custom.

“Where should I begin?” she asked, trying to hide her queasiness.

Song pointed to a small door behind the wooden cabinets. “All the dried food is in that pantry. First Mistress always has sweet rice with red beans wrapped in bamboo leaves and a bowl of sparrow's nest in shark-fin soup for breakfast. Second and Third Mistresses prefer black beans, not red ones. The master likes his sticky rice coated in mung-bean starch and steamed in coconut milk. The rest of the servants will have regular white rice and grilled chicken in lemongrass. Do you know how to make sparrow's nest soup?”

Ven nodded uncertainly. At home, her grandmother had taught her how to make many exotic and expensive meals in preparation for her married life. Yet she could learn only the principles of those recipes, for her family was too poor to buy the ingredients. But bird's nest soup was not her main dilemma. She was preoccupied with unanswered questions and impossible chores. She looked at the saucepans, cleared her throat, and asked Song, “How many people do I have to cook for?”

The maid replied, “It all depends. Today, because Master Nguyen and his crew are here, we will prepare food for everyone in the household, plus thirty fishermen. But usually, there are just the five of us. That includes you, the young master, Third Mistress, the gardener, and me. Today the matchmaker is also here.”

“I was under the impression that there are lots of servants in this house. I saw so many at the riverbank yesterday.”

Song laughed. “Those are Master Nguyen's crew. They were the ones who orchestrated your wedding yesterday. I am the only servant in this house.”

“Who usually does the cooking?”

“Old Che was the cook until yesterday. First Mistress fired her just before the wedding.”

Ven pushed up her sleeves. She regarded the young maid's ample curves and said, “You are very young and pretty. Why didn't the master marry his son to you?”

Song's cheek turned as red as the skin of a ripe Chinese plum. “Please, Mistress. Do not joke with me. A chicken cannot grow a peacock tail. I was a widow long before I came to work in this house. My husband was a fisherman who worked for Master Nguyen. He died from dysentery while at sea two years ago this full moon.”

“I am sorry,” Ven said, feeling foolish. “You look so young. Please forgive me.”

Song waved her hands in front of her face. “It is quite all right, Mistress,” she said. “Now you must hurry. There isn't much time left. You don't want to upset your in-laws on your first day.”

“Will you help me make breakfast?” Ven asked.

Song nodded. “I am the kitchen assistant. Let me soak the bird's nest while you cook the sticky rice.”

Ven added the last threads of shark fin to the sparrow's nest soup just as the time-teller came around for his last trip. Song tasted the soup base and gave her approval. Outside, the sun sent golden rays into the dark kitchen to heat the cool air.

Song handed Ven a set of china soup bowls that were as thin and delicate as a sheet of paper, and just as white. The dishes nestled into her hand as though designed for it. To Ven's amazement, when she poured the soup into the bowls, they instantly turned a bright shade of jade green. There was no table in the kitchen, so Ven arranged everything on the ground. She placed the bowls gently on an ebony tray, where they glowed against the dull cement floor like four magnificent pieces of jewelry.

“Be careful when you handle them,” the maid said to her. “They are very expensive. They change color in response to heat. Why don't you take the soup to the main living room and serve the mistresses? I will bring the rest of the breakfast as soon as it is ready. After they dine, we will provide food for the staff.”

“Where is the main living room?” Ven asked.

“It is the first and largest room in the house, facing the entrance that we passed earlier this morning,” Song said. “But you are not yet allowed to use the front door. Your astrological sign is in opposition to that of Third Mistress, and Master Nguyen fears you might cause her great harm if you don't take precautions. Follow this path to the back door.”

Song placed the lids over the exposed soup bowls and pointed to a narrow lane of bricks that led to the rear of the great house. Like magic, the bowl covers also took on the glistening hue of emeralds, as though light shone through them from inside.

Stepping from the kitchen, Ven was dismayed to see that the path forked into three separate routes. All led into the house, but through different doors. After a moment's hesitation, she drew a deep breath and chose the path that led to the entrance nearest her. Finding the door unlocked, she turned the knob with her free hand and pulled it open. The rusty hinges groaned.

She found herself in a dark and damp room filled with half-naked men sprawled on tatami mats. At least thirty, maybe forty of them were crowded into the confined space. They roused lazily as the bright, crisp air from outside poured in. Some muttered curses under their breath. Others burst out laughing when they saw the frightened look on Ven's face. She took several steps back, her hands gripping her tray. She turned around and hurried back to the second path.

But fate seemed to toy with her that morning. As she approached the house for the second time, the corroded metal door before her sprang open, and a man stormed out, colliding with her. Though she was normally not a graceful woman, she spun around, using her back to absorb the impact of the blow while she balanced the precious load. She recognized the angry face of Master Long, just inches from her own. He had the smoothest skin she had ever seen on a man.

“Watch where you are going,” he snapped. Adjusting his robe, he sauntered past her and disappeared behind a clump of taro plants.

With her heart throbbing, Ven pushed the third door open with her elbow. The first face she saw in the room was her husband's. He grinned at her, showing the same toothless smile she had seen the night before when he had removed her wedding veil.

Ven lowered her glance and kept her eyes glued to the floor, which was overlaid with beautiful blue-and-white tiles. Its surface was so highly polished that she could see her reflection as clearly as if she had been gazing into the river. The room occupied a large portion of the main house, an expanse of roughly thirty by seventy feet. The sturdy walls were made of cement mixed with peppercorns. As the temperature outside dropped, the heat from the peppercorns would help keep the room's temperature at a comfortable level. Ven knew that this system of construction was a luxury that only the rich could afford.

Her husband stood at the foot of a spiral staircase, once again dressed in his groom's outfit. His head was shaved except for three little spots: one above his forehead and two at the sides, above his ears. For the first time, Ven noticed that the haircut made him look like one of the fairies' servants who carried the peach of immortality at the gate of Heaven, a scene often depicted inside Confucian temples.

Behind the young Master Nguyen was a massive black-lacquered divan decorated with a mother-of-pearl mosaic illustrating the life story of Kuan Yin, the goddess of mercy. Its craftsmanship was exquisite, and Ven could not help admiring its beauty. She paused, temporarily confused.

“Come in and close the door behind you,” a harsh voice said.

She lifted her head and saw that the voice belonged to a woman in her sixties, the oldest person in the room besides the matchmaker. The dowager lay on the couch, reclining. Her face was cocked upward to study Ven, and she wore an expression of undisguised disapproval, as though she were regarding a piece of spoiled meat. One of her arms stretched over the back of the divan, and in her hand she loosely held a long, ivory opium pipe. Her other hand held the mouthpiece of the pipe a few inches away from her mouth. She wore a black robe, which hung on her flat chest like a scarecrow's rags. Its severe color accentuated the pallor of her skin, and her purple lips, discolored from opium, pressed together like oily earthworms. She wore no jewelry except for a bright gold collar, which encircled her neck like a brace.

“Move closer. Meet your second and third mothers,” she said, pointing to the other two women.

The matchmaker seized the opportunity to make herself useful. She reeled toward Ven, her back curved torturously to the ground. “Come over here, girl. Pay your respects to your mothers-in-law. Bow and offer them the soup.”

Ven moved toward the divan, keeping her eyes on the immaculate floor. She could see the women's reflections in the tiles as they studied her. The matchmaker tapped on her legs and whispered to her, “Kneel down.”

Like a puppet, Ven fell to her knees. She raised the ebony tray to her brow, so that all she could see was the side panel of the couch. “First Mother,” she said to the goddess of mercy's inlay, “please have some sparrow's nest soup.”

First Mistress ignored her. Instead, she waved the pipe to Second Mistress, who sat across from her on a burgundy velvet pillow. The gesture promptly animated the woman. She reached into her blouse for a silver pillbox the size of a betel nut. From the corner of her eye, Ven watched her spoon out a brownish, rubbery substance, using a gold pin. She roasted this resin over the flame of an oil lantern for a few seconds, checked its consistency with her thumb and forefinger, then rolled it into a small round capsule and placed it in the older woman's pipe.

A few feet away, a younger woman slouched in an oversized armchair, holding a lute against her chest. This, Ven deduced, must be the beloved Third Mistress. Her tiny bare feet were stretched out on top of an ottoman. Ven saw that her feet had been bound in the Chinese way when she was a child, so that they were now no larger than those of her seven-year-old son. But she was not an entirely traditional woman—her teeth, instead of being stained with the lacquered juice as was customary, were pearly white.

A shirtless young man in his mid-twenties knelt beside Third Mistress's stool. He massaged her delicate feet with coconut oil. Each movement of his hands made his muscles ripple under his tanned skin, like the stout cords of a fisherman's ropes.

Just as Song had said, Third Mistress was an exceptionally beautiful young woman. She did not seem to be a day older than twenty-three. Her luxurious jet-black hair was parted perfectly in the middle and twisted into a tight chignon. A few strands fell down the sides of her face, caressing her flawless skin like streaks of dark ink on white canvas. She leaned her cheek against the fretted neck of the lute while her fingers plucked at the strings and made a lazy, melancholy tune. A red crepe-de-Chine breast band across her bosom accentuated the elegance of her long neck.

Second Mistress rose to fetch an ornamental screen embroidered with a pheasant and placed it in front of the older woman. The device protected First Mistress's pipe from the draft so its flame could stay lit. And, of course, she liked to keep her activities from prying eyes. Next, Second Mistress removed a transparent shade from an oil lantern. Through the partition, Ven could hear the loud sucking noise the old woman made with her pipe and the gurgling sound of the liquid being churned in the bowl.

Suddenly everything stopped, including the music that wept from beneath Third Mistress's slender fingers. First Mistress dropped her pipe and fell back. Her eyes closed. Her lips tightened. Her chest seemed to stop moving. For several seconds, no one made a sound.

Then the music resumed. Second Mistress turned to Ven and said, “It is time to offer First Mother her soup. It will help to keep her opium down.”

First Mistress sat up and opened her eyes, still holding her breath. She grabbed a bowl of soup from Ven's hands and took a sip. With a scowl, she put the bowl back on the tray and spat the soup into a copper urn on the floor.

“It's cold,” she snarled.

Ven looked at the soup bowls. Their emerald glow had vanished, leaving the outer shells pale. Beside her, the matchmaker uttered a cry of dismay.

“What kind of miserable cook are you?” the older woman went on. “When did you prepare this soup, last night? You wasted a perfectly good dose of opium that could have helped relieve my arthritis—not to mention my valuable sparrow's nest. Didn't your mother teach you anything?”

Ven tried to speak, but only incoherent sounds came from her throat. She stuttered, “I am so—so very sorry, First Mother.”

“Sorry?” The older woman scowled. “Is that all you have to say?”

“Control your anger, Lady Nan,” came a man's voice. “It is her first day in this house. She is allowed a few mistakes.” From the top of the spiral staircase, Master Nguyen descended, holding a fan in his hand. He moved down the steps with the grace and ease of a lion emerging from its lair. His relaxed movements softened the tension in the room. All of his wives sat up straight in their seats, eager anticipation on their faces.

“This miserable girl dared to disrespect me on the very first day of her wifely duties,” First Mistress told her husband. “If I don't correct her now, she will never give me the respect I deserve.”

“Of course she will,” Master Nguyen replied. “After all, you are her first mother. Remember when you were in her shoes, Lady Nan? Have some pity on the poor girl.” He walked over to Ven and picked up a soup bowl. After sniffing its aroma, he took a small sip. Ven kept her eyes on the ground, taking in the complicated craftsmanship of his shoes. Master Nguyen replaced the cup on the tray, then patted her head with the handle of his fan.

“Good flavor,” he told her. “Next time, tell Song to carry a clay stove with her and enough hot coals to heat it up. You don't serve soup or tea to us unless we are ready to receive them. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Good,” he said, turning to Third Mistress.

“Have a good morning, sir,” Ven said. “May the gods in Heaven bless you with a thousand years of happiness.”

But Master Nguyen didn't hear her. His attention was riveted on his youngest wife. Scowling at the young masseur on the floor, Master Nguyen grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him from his kneeling position to sprawl on his side. “Get out,” he told the man. “Your job is finished in here. Go back to the garden and tend to your duties.”

The young man withdrew without a word.

Master Nguyen knelt beside the footstool facing Third Mistress. Taking a satin handkerchief from his sleeve, he wiped her feet clean of the coconut oil, then laid them back on the ottoman. Looking at her tenderly, he said, “There, all done. Tell Song to rebind your feet before they begin to hurt you.”

Third Mistress smiled, showing her teeth. She cooed, “Thank you, dear husband.”

Ven abhorred the look of those awful white teeth, which reminded her of perfectly aligned kernels on a corncob. Clearly they had never been exposed to the bitterness of black lacquered dye. Yet secretly she admired her young mother-in-law's courage in being a modern woman, despite her bound feet. Ven would never have dreamed of being so bold.

Third Mistress shifted her gaze to Ven. “You can get up now, daughter-in-law. If the master likes your soup, your job here is done. Take my son back to your wedding chamber and watch over him.”

“Not yet,” First Mistress interrupted. “Since there is nothing more for you to do here, you should work in the rice field. There is plenty to be done there. Then come back at noon to cook lunch. As you may have found out from that gossip Song, we are short of servants in this house. You will have to do your part.”

“I am not a servant,” Ven said. Her throat was dry.

“True, you are not a servant,” First Mistress snapped. “You are much lower than that. You are a daughter-in-law. It is known under Heaven's laws that you owe us your servitude. Do you think I came easily to the position I hold today? Do you have any idea how hard I had to work and how many years I spent under my mother-in-law's rule so I could earn my place in this household? You are the first wife. Someday you will have the same privileges I have. But until then, you are a slave here. One more word from you and I will send you back to your parents' home. And I will personally cut off the ears of a barbecued pig head and send it back with you, so I can tell the whole world what a disgrace you were.”

Ven swallowed with difficulty. To be sent back home was unthinkable, especially with the earless head of a pig. That was the common punishment for a licentious woman who failed to save her virginity for her wedding night. She could not bear to live with the shame, even though it was a lie. After all, her husband would not reach puberty for at least another six years. Bowing low, Ven left the living room through the back door.

On the brick path, she met Song, who was carrying a large tray covered by a copper lid. A few bamboo wrappers peeked from under its rim. Hearing the last words of First Mistress's scolding and seeing the nervous look on Ven's face, the servant girl paused. But the door opened, and the little boy, seeing Song, cried out, “Breakfast, breakfast,” jumping up and down in excitement.

First Mistress called to Ven as the women laughed together. “Don't forget your husband. Come back after your work is done in the kitchen. For now, leave him to eat with us. Later, you can take him to the rice field.”


chapter three

The Messenger

MAY 5, 1916

In his later years, Dan Nguyen would recall little about his wedding at the age of seven to Ven, his first wife. He would always remember, though, the long hours that he spent riding on her back while she worked in the fields. At that time in Thua Thien Province, growing rice was strictly a human enterprise, requiring long hours of backbreaking labor. Unlike the other farmers in the Cam Le Village, Ven always worked alone.

Each night, at about the same time the chickens nestled down in their cages, she took her young husband to bed with her. In the dim lantern light, he watched her undress until only a single layer of cloth covered her golden skin. Dan developed a habit of falling asleep against the soft cushion of her breasts. Redolent of fresh mud mixed with mint oil, the scent soothed his active mind and sent him to a world of dreams.

Each morning, he woke to find himself curled up inside a basket, woven from sheaves of wild bamboo, rocking to her rhythmic motion. He never recalled being lifted from his bed. He only woke when the sunlight was strong enough to hurt his eyes, despite the straw hat that Ven placed over his head. When she sensed him stirring, she would pause from her chores to attend him.

On the rock-strewn ground under the shade of a star-fruit tree, she fed him breakfast. Dan loved those tiny banana pies in sticky rice, which she steamed in coconut milk. She knew how to make the rich vapor seep inside the bamboo wrappers, just enough to turn the heart of the pie tender. After breakfast, he would return to the basket for another ride on her back. Sometimes he chose to sit under the tree and play with his toys—a group of hand puppets she had made for him from old clothes. The figurines' eyes, noses, and ears, even their hair, were embroidered over the faded fabric. With his eyes closed, he could feel the threads that formed their little faces, rough against the tips of his fingers. As she worked, Ven would watch him and wave from time to time. Her eyes were slender like the leaves of willow. Each time she looked at him, Dan knew he was safe.

In mid-March, his father and first two mothers had gone out to sea. For six weeks now the house had been hollow without their lively company. As far back as Dan could remember, this was the longest period of time his parents had ever been away. Even his third mother, Lady Yen, had begun to worry. After dinner each night, instead of watching him play puppets with Ven, she sat on the veranda in her favorite armchair. As she waited for his father, her fingers strayed over the strings of her lute, creating music sad enough to make the Heavens cry.

His father owned a large ship, the Lady Yen, which he used for his fishing expeditions. Dan had never seen the ship, but he knew that she was docked far away, on the other side of the mountain. His father had told him stories about the lush green jungles that bordered deep saltwater lagoons and the thousand-mile coastline where his ship roamed free.

Dan wondered if one day he, too, would be a sailor. He wished to see with his own eyes the incredible sea, which according to his father was a hundred times larger than the Perfume River. He also liked the idea of traveling to distant places. But he did not want the influence and responsibility that the Lady Yen gave his father over the other men in the village. The very fact that the crew preferred to remain for a few days in their captain's house after a long trip at sea, instead of reuniting immediately with their wives and children, attested to the power of his father's command.

One morning in early May, after she fed him breakfast, Ven returned to work in the rice paddy, leaving Dan on the ground with his toys. The hours dragged by. From where he stood, Dan could see the back of his house across a lean path and numerous terraced fields. A smell of rice alcohol soiled the sunny morning. Dan recognized with a chill the sight of the time-teller, Big Con, lurching toward him. He knew the scarred face, the staggering walk, and the sound of wine guzzling down his throat. Now and then, the man stopped, mumbling something, probably a curse, under his breath. From his spot in the shade, Dan watched Ven impatiently, waiting for her eyes to meet his. He wanted her to take him away.

Like other children of this village, Dan was familiar with Big Con. The time-teller had become a monster that mothers used to scare their children at bedtime. No one knew where he came from or who his parents were. Dan was convinced that one late evening, the gate of Hell was left unattended and several creatures had slipped into Earth to haunt the children. Among them was the time-teller. On his hands and knees, Dan crept away until he was concealed behind the trunk of the star-fruit tree, away from the man's view.

Thirty paces away, Ven was engrossed in her work. Her knees were deep in the mud, and her back bent parallel to the earth. Out of the corner of her eye, she also noticed the drunk. But she thought he was too far from them to cause any harm. If anything happened, she could get to the boy before the man did. Judging from the way he was trampling around in an ivory bamboo thicket, she believed that he was just searching for a shaded place to nap.

Ven had little fear of the time-teller. To her, Big Con was merely an enigma. The story she had heard about him began when he was an infant. A fishmonger found him at the riverbank at the break of dawn one day. He was naked and gray like the color of dead grass, and every orifice of his head was covered in leeches. She wrapped him in two panels of banana leaves and later that day sold him to a blind fortune-teller who had no husband or children. The price she asked from the old woman was twenty copper pennies. The psychic paid the price and took the infant under her roof as if he were her own son, naming him Con.

The child's new name generated little ambition in him, if any, as it literally meant a boy. The fortune-teller gave him the name for a reason. Besides the happiness of having a son, the woman was consumed with fear, mostly because of her unexpected fortune. The earth was filled with malignant spirits who were jealous of the prosperity of the living. By calling her son Con, she was hoping the simple name would help the boy escape the envy of the underworld.

When Con was old enough, the soothsayer sent him to school to learn the ABCs—a new writing method that had taken root with the French presence in Vietnam, replacing the old vernacular language with its demotic characters. Little Con was a gentle soul, so fragile that during the Harvest Moon Festival it was difficult for him to play the popular game known as “catch the chicken.” As hard as he tried, he could never lasso a fowl. In all of his childhood years, never once did he raise his voice, nor did he cause any trouble to anyone in the town.

When he was eighteen, Con went to work for Magistrate Toan, then the town's mayor, as a tutor to the young children of his third and fourth mistresses in their private mansion. Fourth Mistress was a young, rosy-cheeked woman who enjoyed a midday rest on a hammock strung between two rambutan trees. She liked Con to stand at the foot of her swinging bed and read her long chapters from the famous novel Kim Van Kieu by the poet Nguyen Du. This was an adventure story of a young girl who turned to prostitution in order to save her family from poverty, leaving behind the love of her life. The tale had a happy ending, as the lovers were reunited after many sorrows. Each time Con came to the final verses, Fourth Mistress would press her hands above her generous breasts to express the buoyancy of her feelings. Sometimes, she even pulled her pants up past her knees and had him massage her legs.

One afternoon, Magistrate Toan brought home a dozen policemen. In front of several shocked witnesses, Con was handcuffed and sent to jail. What happened in that moment, and why, was known only to the Heavens above and the parties involved. No one dared to question the magistrate's decision. Con had no relatives, except for his adoptive mother, and so his arrest was not a matter of concern to many.

The poor fortune-teller, however, was grief-stricken over the unfortunate incident. She remained in her little cottage on top of the hill, overlooking a tiny garden, which she had planned to sell one day in order to get Con a wife. Forgotten by the rest of the world, she waited for her son to come back. Shortly after Con's imprisonment, a farmer found the body of Magistrate Toan's fourth wife, badly beaten and strangled, buried underneath a haystack. Her hands were clasped over her breasts. Her face wore a shocked expression.

In front of the community hall, Magistrate Toan announced to the villagers that Big Con had murdered his wife. Of course, everyone realized that was a lie. She was still alive the day Con was arrested, and the whole town knew it. Besides, who would believe a polite and fragile boy like Con could commit such a hideous crime? Still, no one dared to say anything against the powerful Magistrate Toan. To cross him was certain suicide. With no one to speak in his defense, Con was tried and found guilty of murdering Magistrate Toan's wife. He was sent to death row a few days later.

Soon afterward, Con's mother died in utter poverty. As for Magistrate Toan, due to his advanced age, he finally retired. His son, Master Long, took his place as the town's mayor.

At the prison in Da Nang, Con found a desperate way to avoid the firing squad. He signed a contract with the French government to serve in one of its dangerous rubber plantations without salary. To most people, the ranch was a death camp because of its horrible living conditions, incurable diseases, and inhumanely hard labor. Yet to Con, it was his only chance for survival. He disappeared for almost nine years.

To this day, Big Con still chanted a popular song about life on a rubber plantation. Even now, a short distance away, Ven could hear his mournful voice.

There is no way out of the rubber camps

Men enter those gates in their physical prime

Only to leave when they are inches away from Death's door

Ignoring him, she wiped the perspiration off her forehead and returned to the field. To keep her mind busy, she kept repeating a poem she had learned as a child, a traditional farmer's mantra for a successful rice season.

January is the time to celebrate the New Year

She sang the first verse while separating a bundle of shoots, blocking the time-teller's voice out of her head. To her, January was a reminder of the dark wedding chamber where she had sat frozen, waiting for her husband. Her memory held barely a trace of festivity, except for the faded sound of firecrackers and the cheerful slurs of intoxicated guests outside her bedroom window.

February is the time to plant beans, potatoes, and tomatoes

And then wait for Heaven's tears

Turn to March, these plants will be reaped

Let's summon the help and dry the beans in heaps

As she worked alone in the rice field, Ven's voice rose over the tiny sprouts she had just planted. She remembered one day in March as if it were yesterday. Her hands had acquired new blisters from ten long days of peeling peas off their vines. Many of them bore traces of her blood. After all her hard work, her mother-in-law First Mistress had decided that the peas were only worthy of consumption by the chickens. With each handful that Ven fed the fowls every morning, she shed bitter tears, but she knew that to complain would be useless.

April is time to rent a pair of oxen

Her mind chanted the familiar song before the words could escape her throat.

Then it is time to rotate the soil, get ready for May's rice season

She had walked many miles under the hot sun each day since April, turning over the earth with a plow to prepare a seedbed. Under her direction, the water buffalo trudged ahead of her. Encircling their shoulders like a shackle, the wooden implement cut, lifted, and made furrows in the soil. The land, flooded by a copious channel of river water, took on the consistency of dense clay. Like the animals, Ven felt the handle of the farming tool wrapped around the small of her back, pulling her downward until the mud rose up to her knees. She had to use every muscle in her body to keep the exhausted animals in a straight line, even when the stubborn earth refused to yield.

Early in the morning, don't forget to soak the rice until the skins turn yellow

She could hear the time-teller's uneven voice as he mimicked her singing.

When the germination has occurred, scatter these sprouts in the muddy meadow

In a few weeks, the buds will become young shoots. Pull them up from their roots

Then hire the help to plant them in the rice field. Only then can you go home and rest your weary heels

Ven laughed. The optimistic ending of the poem always infuriated her. She moved from row to row, pushing each new plant firmly into the wet earth. Her lips tightened, and the pain in her back intensified. “There will be no rest for a girl named Ven,” she sang out. “Only someday when she is as useless as a crippled old hen.” The time-teller guffawed.

Ven straightened at the distant sound of rapidly advancing hoof-beats reverberating in the otherwise silent countryside. Through a cloud of dust at the end of the main road, she saw a man clinging to the back of a galloping horse. The rider's hands shook the reins, trying to make the animal go faster.

The white uniform he wore was familiar, even though the dust of the road had turned it dull brown. He was one of Master Nguyen's sailors. On his face, Ven detected the wild look she often saw on the condemned servants her father-in-law disciplined on the veranda, slashing their backs with a long whip made from the tail of a ray fish. The horse flared its nostrils. The drumming of its hooves threw a rain of dirt on the time-teller, who slouched in the shade of the bamboo bush. He jumped up and roared in anger, waving his fists.

Ven threw down her bundle of rice sprouts and ran after the horse, waving her torn hat in a vain attempt to get the rider's attention. In seconds, the sailor disappeared around the turn of the road.

Ven rushed to Dan's side. Without a word, she grabbed him by the waist. Her sturdy legs flew across the fragile earth levees that separated the rice paddies as she instinctively chose the shortest way home.

Ven entered the house through the back door, pulling the boy along. The living room was vacant. Third Mistress was out in the front yard, where the gardener was teaching her the finer points of trimming rosebushes. The sadness that had haunted her in the past few days had lifted. Ven could hear her tinkling laughter echoing against the walls of the empty den.
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