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MANCHURIA, 1908


Perhaps you know this story: Late one evening, a beautiful woman comes knocking on an unsuspecting scholar’s door.


“Who is it?” the young man asks, peering out into the neglected garden where flowers and shrubs bend into strange shapes in the moonlight.


“Let me in.” She has a bewitching smile and a jar of his favorite rice wine.


And he does, hesitant at first because he’s supposed to be studying for the Imperial examinations. Why is she alone outside this remote country villa, and why do her eyes gleam strangely in the rain-wet darkness? But he tells himself it’s all right; she’s likely a prostitute sent by his friends as a joke. They drink the wine, one thing leads to another, and despite her blushes and his untouched pile of books, he has one of the most enjoyable evenings he can recall.


Except he can’t really remember it. The details are misted in lamplight and laughter. But he must see her again; he seizes her hands (such long-fingered, sharp-nailed hands) and won’t let her go.


“My home is over there,” she says, pointing at a curious little hill. “If you follow the road, it’s the fourth house from the top.”


The next night, he sets out after his old servant has gone to bed. If he paid attention, he’d see that the road peters out until it’s barely a trail through overgrown grass, but he doesn’t notice, so besotted is he. There are many curious houses along the way, all with darkened windows like empty sockets. Fine mansions, little hovels. Each with the name of a family prominently written on its lintel. The fourth house from the top of the hill is an imposing mansion; the name on its gate is Hu.*


Again and again he visits her, neglecting his studies while a pile of unopened letters accumulates from his angry parents. His skin shrivels like a withered leaf, his tonsils swell, and his spine curves. Finally, the worried old servant brings in a monk to exorcise evil spirits. When the spell is broken, the scholar howls and weeps in humiliated fury, tearing his clothes with trembling hands. A raiding party is made up of local peasants who swear there are no houses or grand estates on that crooked little hill. Only a long-abandoned graveyard. The fourth grave from the top is constructed, as Chinese graves are, like a little house half sunk into the hill. Using hoes and spades, they break into it to discover that it has become a fox’s den.


*


THIS STORY USUALLY ends with the shape-shifting fox boiled to death or skewered by an angry mob. That shouldn’t happen, however, if you’re careful. Most foxes are. How else could we survive for hundreds of years? The fox in that tale was greedy and stupid, giving the rest of us a bad reputation.


Foxes, people say, are wicked women.


Even in the best of times, it isn’t easy for someone like me to make a living. To catch a train from Mukden to Dalian, for example, I had to make my way out of the grasslands of Kirin. The first day was the hardest, as I required clothing. I ended up dragging a peasant’s blouse and cotton trousers off a washing line. A virtuous fox should not steal, but I needed the clothes desperately. Appearing by the roadside as a naked young woman is just asking for trouble.


I exist as either a small canid with thick fur, pointed ears, and neat black feet, or a young woman. Neither are safe forms in a world run by men. Frankly, I’d prefer to look like someone’s grandmother; that would at least give me some dignity appropriate to my years. Which leads me to note in my diary that though most tales focus on the beautiful female foxes who live by devouring qi, or life force, little is said about the males. Women who run around willfully doing whatever they please are bound to be censured. A handsome, cunning man is a different matter. Most male foxes are only forced to retire or fake their deaths when their uncanny, ageless looks start to disturb people. Don’t get me started on the unfairness of this—I generally avoid males of my own race.


Once I had clothes, I continued along, begging for rides. I had no money, of course. That was the consequence of living in the grasslands, watching the clouds drift across the wide blue sky and eating field mice. I hadn’t been to a city in ages. When I reached Mukden, there were foreigners spending money in the streets and starving peasants fleeing famine. Before Mukden had become the old Manchu capital of the north, it had been Shenyang, the garrison stronghold of the Ming Empire. The world kept changing, but battles for cities remained the same.


It took me longer than I’d expected to settle some personal business, about which I’ll tell you more in the future, but I managed to get onto a train by allowing a pimp to hustle me. I told him I urgently wished to go to the port city of Dalian.


“I see,” he said, stroking my arm. Gauging the quality of meat. “You look very healthy. You don’t have tuberculosis, do you?”


I shook my head. “I’m strong. I can pull a plow as well as any ox.”


“You won’t be the one doing the plowing,” said he, smiling. “Come with me, I’ve a good job for you as a nursemaid.”


*


HE BOUGHT US tickets. Third class, hard seats. Scent of sweat, salt fish, the iron tang of hot metal. The train was a revelation. I’d seen it before, charging across the grasslands like a metal horse, snorting billows of black soot. I’d thought about riding it, but I’d been busy then. Too busy, and too happy. With a snarl, I turned away from the window. I didn’t want to think about what I’d lost. At least we were traveling fast. My heart thrummed with impatience; I was eaten up with rage and anxiety that my prey might escape me if I didn’t get to Dalian soon.


The land raced by, outpacing the cloud shadows as the grasslands fled away. The unchanging landscape of Northeast China stretched out in flat shades of brown and gray, broken by avenues of poplar and willow trees. The pimp watched as I pressed my face raptly against the glass.


“Aren’t you afraid to leave home?” He had a friendly manner. Girls, be wary of men who smile with their mouths and not their eyes.


“No.” I usually tell the truth. It’s too much trouble to lie. “That’s not my real home anyway.”


He smiled indulgently, no doubt thinking of a stricken hamlet clinging to a mountain. “Why are you alone, with no family?”


“Oh,” I said, “I’ve been married before.”


A frown creased his forehead as he calculated rapidly. Not a virgin.


“I had a child, too.”


Even worse. My price was sinking by the minute. I covered my smile modestly with a sleeve. Discomfited, he said, “What happened to your husband?”


“I’m no longer married,” I said softly. “And I’m looking for a man. A Manchurian photographer named Bektu Nikan. Have you heard the name?”


“No.” When the train paused at a station, the pimp bought pork dumplings made from pigs raised on garbage. “You eat very daintily,” he said.


“What do you mean?” Pause. Mouth full of dumpling.


“Such pretty white teeth.” His eyes devoured my smooth skin, unscarred by pox. My bright eyes. I stared at the pimp and his pupils dilated. Gripping my elbow, he hustled me into the corridor. I had a moment of doubt—had I timed my ambush too early? There was no stopping him though. In the corridor, he shoved me against the swaying wall. One hand seized me by the hair. The other groped roughly under my blouse. I struggled instinctively but was too weak in a woman’s body. This is always the most dangerous part for any fox. If I wasn’t careful, he might break my neck. Panting, he shoved his mouth on me, breath stale as a sewer. I closed my eyes, inhaled slowly, and focused.


*


A LITTLE LATER, the pimp lay on the floor, the whites of his eyes rolled up. He was still breathing. Searching his pockets, I removed his wallet and dragged his body towards the carriage opening. My stomach heaved. Was someone coming? The train leaned into a curve, yawing and shuddering. I gave the pimp a mighty shove. He rolled off like a sack of meal and tumbled down the embankment.


Returning to my seat, I wiped my face surreptitiously and rearranged my hair, tied in two neat braids like any servant. A girl traveling alone attracted attention. Leaning my head against the window to still my racing heart, I considered my options. This third-class carriage was loosely packed with Manchu soldiers known as bannermen, with their distinctive half-shaven heads and long hair plaited in queues.


It was a dangerously unstable time. The current Manchu, or Qing, dynasty, a non-Chinese dynasty founded in the north, was in decline. Though they had ruled China for three centuries, the population still considered them invaders and was seething with restlessness. It didn’t help that the throne was currently occupied by the Dowager Empress, a onetime concubine rumored to have poisoned her enemies. Meanwhile, the Russians and Japanese, who were busy carving up the northeast, were all sitting in first-class carriages. China, I thought gloomily, was being devoured like a roast pig. I’d better be careful that didn’t happen to me.


One of the Manchu bannermen finally made his move, sliding down beside me. “Where are you from?”


“Kirin.”


“You don’t look like a local girl. Are you Manchu?” A glance at my unbound feet in woven straw shoes.


The Manchus don’t practice foot-binding, though the Han Chinese had done so for almost a thousand years. A terrible custom, I always thought. No other creature hobbled its females like this, breaking the arch of a child’s foot at the tender age of four or five and binding it into a hoof, so that little girls could only creep along, wincing as they grasped chairs, tables, to take the weight off their broken toes. Poor little girls, biting back tears bravely in the belief that they’d be chosen for a fine bridegroom.


I shrugged, avoiding his question, but he wasn’t deterred. “Are you going to Dalian?”


“Yes.”


“What for?”


“I’m looking for a man.”


At this, he laughed, slapping his stomach. “There’s a good one right here.”


“I’m not looking for a good man.” I smiled. “I’m hunting a murderer.”
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MUKDEN


“A body was found in the snow.”


The man rubs his face. His left eyelid twitches.


The detective leans forward. It’s early morning, and the rising sun paints the opposite wall blush gold. They’re sitting at an empty table in a popular restaurant that caters to the wealthy and fashionable in Mukden. Red lanterns hang from the eaves, and large round tables with rosewood chairs wait expectantly, as though at any moment, a well-known politician and his entourage might slide in, laughing and blowing clouds of cigarette smoke. Gu, the restaurant proprietor, has called him in: six weeks ago, the body of a woman was discovered in a nearby alley.


There was no sign of foul play, Gu says. She likely fell asleep and froze to death. That’s the best scenario. He bites his lip. Local officials were alerted and the body removed to the city morgue. It’s a sad but common story, the detective thinks, especially in this freezing city in the far northeast of China, the ancient capital of the Manchu dynasty. But why has Gu requested his services in such a secretive manner?


“The truth is, her body wasn’t found in the alley. She was propped up in a seated position against the back door of my restaurant. My staff notified me early in the morning, and we secretly moved the body to the next street. We didn’t do anything wrong.” He’s defensive, eyes sliding away. “But if word got out that she was found on our doorstep, people would gossip.”


A corpse is bad luck, especially for a popular restaurant like this, which specializes in hosting wedding and congratulatory banquets. Doubtless, Gu paid off officials to keep the case quiet. The detective wonders why he’s been called in if the corpse was moved without incident.


“I need you to identify her. We had a kitchen fire recently—exactly a month after it was found—and my wife believes that moving the body disturbed her spirit. She consulted a monk who said we must find the woman’s name to conduct a religious service.” He blinks nervously. “She was dressed like a courtesan; I didn’t want to get involved with a runaway from the brothels.”


Many are connected to organized crime. The detective, a small, sturdy man with a doglike air, tenses. “What happened to the body?”


“Buried. It’s been a month.” Gu’s fingers drum on the polished table, as though he’d like to be anywhere but here on this chill early morning.


“Where was she found?”


The restaurant proprietor stands abruptly. “I’ll show you.”


A dark passage with greasy walls leads to the restaurant kitchen. There’s a door that opens on a narrow lane, barely four feet wide, between the double-storied bulk of the restaurant with its open-fronted upper pavilion where, in good times, people sit at the railings and drink tea behind hanging reed screens. But the alley is on the side, hidden from prying eyes. It follows the long length of the restaurant all the way back to the kitchen. The opposite side is a blank wall.


“The cleaner found her when he opened the door. Fortunately I was here—I’d stopped by early that morning to check the account books. Otherwise he might have lost his head and run screaming around the neighborhood.” Gu hunches his shoulders against the blast of wintry air as he opens the door. It sticks a little. “She was huddled on the step. When he yanked the door open, she fell inwards. He gave such a shout!


“My first thought was to notify the authorities, then I realized how bad it looked for us. I’d never seen her before, so I don’t know why she chose to freeze on our doorstep. I had to take out a big loan on the restaurant and we’re barely making our monthly payments. If business falls off, we’re doomed, so I got the cleaner to help me lift her. We moved her to the street corner. Luckily it was so early in the morning that there was nobody around. The cleaner who works for me is a bit simple, so I made him swear not to tell anyone. That’s also why I asked for your help.” He looks imploring. “You have an excellent reputation.”


The detective nods, understanding his meaning. “Detective” isn’t quite the right way to describe himself. He considers himself more of a fixer. Someone who smooths feelings, arranges deals. But his true value is his ability to spot a lie.


*


SINCE CHILDHOOD, HE’S been able to discern falsehoods. Nobody else seems to hear this mysterious sound, a faint warning when a lie leaves someone’s mouth and hovers, like a bee, before their lips. When the detective was young, he briefly attended a school on the outskirts of Mukden. An older boy brought three steamed buns for lunch, stuffed with juicy meat, and the envy of other children. But when the bundle was unwrapped at lunchtime, there were only two buns left.


Accusations had flown around the schoolyard until the detective had piped up, “You ate it yourself. Don’t pretend it was stolen.”


He was eight years old at the time, small for his age, with a large head like a watermelon, and he still remembers the shock, then hatred on the face of the older boy who’d accused the others of theft. Two seconds later, his face was pressed against the dirt, blood seeping out of his left nostril.


To this day, he’s never figured out exactly why the older boy lied. Was it to accuse another boy whom he disliked? Or was it simply one of those inexplicable impulses: the desire to stir up the classroom and their meek, sad-looking schoolmaster? In any case, that first lesson, bitterly learned in the dirt, has drilled into him the importance of keeping his knowledge secret.


He’s older now, bandy-legged with a face like a loyal dog, and people ascribe his skill to wisdom and experience. Coincidentally, he has the same name—Bao—as the legendary Song dynasty judge who solved crimes. Judge Bao was so famous for his deductive powers that he was even deified as a god. And so, whenever a new case comes his way, the detective can be sure that there will be jokes, remarks, and even superstitious terror that Bao Gong himself is coming to investigate.


*


NOW BAO GLANCES swiftly around. He’s seen a thousand alleys like this. The only interesting feature is that no other buildings open into it, as the proprietor pointed out. An unknown woman freezing to death on his back doorstep is ominous. Has Gu’s conscience afflicted him for secretly moving the body, or have there really been uncanny events, like the kitchen fire he mentioned?


“She was lightly dressed, no outer jacket.”


“What were her clothes like?”


“An apricot silk changyi embroidered with flowers, loose trousers, and gilt hair ornaments. Flashy clothes like a professional entertainer. Snow had fallen on her like a layer of rice flour; I couldn’t understand why she’d go out dressed so lightly.”


“Was the body stiff when you moved it?”


Gu closes his eyes, trying to remember. “Her hands were icy, and her features had stiffened, but the larger muscles hadn’t seized up.” He looks ill.


So, she hadn’t been dead very long. Perhaps only a few hours.


“And you’re sure there was no foul play?”


“I heard later that the medical examiner found no wounds. It was a natural death.” He sounds defensive. “Besides, there was that look on her face.”


“Did she seem frightened?” Bao knows that the last expression on the faces of the dead can be pained, even uncanny.


“No, she looked delighted. She was smiling.” Gu rubs his face. “I can’t tell you how terrifying it was. There was a dusting of snow on her face and open eyes, so she looked like a bride on her wedding day, gazing through a veil—like she’d seen something wonderful.”


Taken aback, Bao says, “You’re sure she looked happy?”


“Yes. At first, I told myself that she’d had a good death, so it didn’t matter that we moved her body. But when I mentioned it to my wife, she was extremely upset. Said it was the work of a fox.”


Bao exhales slowly. Since ancient times, foxes have been feared and revered. The very earliest ones, the celestial foxes, were regarded as divine beasts. In the Tang and Song dynasties, they acquired a reputation for trickster cunning and the ability to turn themselves into humans. Still, it’s mostly peasants who believe in their supernatural powers.


Gu grimaces. “My wife comes from the north, where they believe in foxes who lure people to their deaths. She cries every day, saying we’re cursed; I shouldn’t have touched the body or moved it. I’m at my wit’s end! This restaurant is popular, but I borrowed heavily to open it. We’re just beginning to break even.”


At Bao’s pause, he adds hastily, “I heard from our mutual connection that you were personally interested in foxes. Otherwise I wouldn’t dare trouble you, especially since I heard you were thinking of retiring.”


A shiver prickles Bao’s scalp. For years, he’s investigated any hint of foxes in unusual happenings. His friends laugh and refer to it as his hobby, while clients pass on rumors of twilight visitors. Bao merely smiles.


It’s true, he’s deeply interested in foxes.









3


Lots of men like to tell you they are bad. Often this is said with a wink and smile. Little lady, their eyebrows suggest, you’d better be careful with a virile fellow like me. But change the subject to murder and they back off. As I recall, the punishment for murder in Imperial China has always been gruesome. No wonder my statement about hunting a murderer made the Manchu bannerman get up and leave, ensuring a peaceful journey until we reached Dalian.


When the train stopped in a billowing huff of steam, I got off amid the rush of passengers. One woman had a pair of trussed live geese for sale, long necks protruding mournfully from her basket.


“How much?” I asked, running my finger down a feathered neck. The goose flinched. A gleam appeared in the woman’s eye. Brusquely, she named a price that I paid without haggling from the pimp’s wallet.


*


YOU NEVER KNOW how things will work out. The slightest change creates a swirl in the snowstorm of possibilities. Because I decided to buy two nice plump geese, the entire course of my investigation (that sounds so much better than words like “revenge” and “blood debt”) shifted. As I lugged the geese away, I wondered what had possessed me to buy them. Perhaps dealing with the pimp had shaken me more than I cared to admit. My initial plan of finding a quiet alley to eat them was laughable. Dalian, or Dalniy, as the Russians like to call it, was now a large modern city.


Situated on the tip of the Liaodong Peninsula in the far north of China, its deep, ice-free harbor was prized as far back as the Tang dynasty, passing through Manchu, Russian, and now Japanese hands. The Russians had laid out a Western-style city, but lost Dalian after the recent Russo-Japanese War. As I observed from the wide boulevards, the Japanese had been busy adding to its construction.


I’d underestimated the speed at which things had moved. Living in the grasslands and watching the clouds drift had made me soft, I decided. And what had I been thinking, that I could set my hissing bundle down somewhere and eat it? That might be true in a village, but not in this bustling modern city. The sun was setting, flooding the street with a bright, sad light, the color of yellow forsythia blossoms. In the past, I’d watched it gild the grasslands. Instead of an angry goose, I’d held a child in my lap. Warm, sleepy. Full of milk and sweet dreams. It’s when you least expect it that sorrow returns, like a thief who steals joy.


The ache in my chest would never go away; a hollow, bloody darkness that had swallowed me for the last two years. Grass had grown on my child’s grave in the far north. I’d lain on top of it every night for months, in vain hopes of keeping her warm. It was so cold, and she so small, lost to me forever. Burying my face in the dry clods of earth, I thought I’d die of grief and fury. But unlike the dead, living creatures recover. I clung to my vengeance grimly, that thin vein of blood that pulsed and kept me alive. The man who’d commissioned her death was a Manchurian photographer named Bektu Nikan.


His trail had vanished for two years, but I’d recently discovered he’d gone south to Dalian. Hastily pursuing him, I was dismayed to discover this city was far larger than I’d expected. How was I to find Bektu while securing shelter for myself? The incident on the train had underlined how dangerous it was to appear as a lone young woman. If two or more men assaulted me together, I might be overcome.


As I gazed despondently at the road, a middle-aged woman and her elderly maidservant stopped in front of me. Catching my eye, they hurried off. A few minutes later, the maidservant returned. Thin and nervous, she looked like a hare with large bulging eyes. “Are these geese for sale?”


I nodded.


“Where do they come from?”


“The north,” I said. They looked like village-bred birds to me: small and rather tough.


“Is that where you’re from?”


“Yes, from Kirin.”


For some reason, that seemed to please her. In fact, if I were willing to carry the geese to her mistress’s house, I’d be paid extra. Having nowhere to go, I agreed. As we walked, she plied me with questions: Where did I come from? What did my family do? To which I answered vaguely, for I had questions of my own. Whether, for instance, she’d heard of this new art called photography and if anyone practiced it in Dalian.


She said, “Oh! That’s our young master’s hobby. He knows many photographers since his friend runs a studio.”


Eagerly, I quickened my pace. With any luck, I’d soon hunt down a photographer who’d come from Mukden.


*


OUR DESTINATION TURNED out to be a traditional Chinese medicine store. The sharp, bitter smell assailed my nose from afar: dang gui for menstrual irregularities, ginseng, red dates, and other herbs to be boiled with pigs’ trotters or sea cucumbers for medicinal soup. Constructed of gray bricks with a curved-tile roof, the building’s eaves were adorned with decorative rainspouts in the shapes of animals. The shop seemed prosperous from its wide frontage and the steady stream of customers exiting, clutching folded paper packets of dried herbs and roots. Behind the imposing double-storied shop front peeked the lower roofs of inner courtyards and a family home.


The front entrance was reserved for customers, not bedraggled peasants carrying geese, so we entered through a side gate. I was instructed to release the geese into a large poultry pen behind the kitchen. The bitter scent of medicine had given way to the aroma of braised pork belly wafting from the kitchen. My stomach growled as the maid told me to wait in the courtyard, before she returned with her mistress, the same woman who’d first spotted me with my geese. Her clothes were silk and fine cotton, appropriate for the wife of a wealthy merchant. On her finger was a ring of pale white jade, like a nugget of mutton fat.


The mistress studied me carefully. She had a smooth plump face and oiled black hair. Between her eyebrows and the downturned corners of her mouth were creases exactly like the pinch marks from tofu pressed and drained in a cloth.


“I heard you came from Kirin—are you looking for work? It’s very easy; you’ll serve an old lady.”


“How old is she?”


“Over sixty.”


I stifled a snort. Sixty isn’t old to me. At sixty, humans are just beginning to understand that the weather will never obey them; that true love strikes at most twice in a lifetime; and that by saying yes in your youth, you may bind yourself unwisely to another’s cause. But that was beside the point.


“Why me?”


Most people don’t choose servants by picking up itinerant poultry sellers off the street. This woman didn’t seem a fool; her downturned mouth suggested she was capable of counting every pair of chopsticks in the kitchen.


“My mother-in-law has been very picky about who attends her. But if you’re from the north, she may agree. She’s from that region herself.” She pursed her lips. Clearly, there was more to the story, but it solved my urgent need of shelter while searching for my prey, so I nodded.


“She’ll want to see you before she decides.”


Before my interview, they agreed to provide me with clean clothes, a hot bath, and a good meal. They must have been completely desperate to offer such terms, and I began to wonder just what sort of terrible job this might be.


“Her first meeting with you must be at night. That’s one of her conditions before hiring anyone.”


I raised my eyebrows. Now that I was here, in this interesting house behind the medicine store, I could almost sniff out an aroma of mystery that curled through the winding passageways. Or perhaps it was just stewed pork belly.


*


AFTER A HOT bath, I was given clean clothes and a bowl of rice mixed with barley, topped with stewed pork belly and mustard greens. It was late, and the household had fallen silent when the maidservant finally led me through passageways and up a steep stairway of polished wood. Made for little bound feet, each step was no wider than the palm of a hand and led to the women’s quarters.


Upstairs was a living area with a balcony that looked down onto a courtyard. The windows were open, bringing in the spring night, and a lamp was lit beside a rosewood chair. A little old woman was sitting in it. Her upright carriage reminded me of those small dogs that sit by the window: alert yet timid.


That timidity surprised me. From the mistress’s words, I’d assumed a harridan who ran the household, but she almost looked frightened. And when our eyes met, hers widened.
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When Bao was a child, his old nanny took him to a fox shrine in the back of their neighbor’s house. It was a god, she told him, folding his small hand in her roughened red one.


The fox god lived in a little dark shrine, hardly more than a box with an open front, behind the neighbor’s house. It was built some fifty years previously, after a severe illness had almost carried off the grandfather of that family.


“He was very sickly, and him the only son,” said his nanny. “His mother prayed to the huxian, the fox spirit, and one night she had a dream.”


They entered through a small back gate. Apparently, his old nanny was in the habit of visiting this shrine with the tacit permission of the other household’s servants. It lent the whole enterprise an air of suppressed mystery. Bao’s own household was strictly Confucian; his father would never countenance the worship of beasts, complaining it was nothing more than a peasant cult. In northern China, the fox, hedgehog, weasel, rat, and snake are considered the wudamen, or Five Great Households—minor gods of wealth and prosperity. Ridiculous, according to his father. Why would a wealth spirit slither around on its belly or live in dank holes? Bao had to agree with this logic, though tagging along with his nanny that day, he felt a frisson of wonder.


“What was the dream about—the one about the neighbor’s grandpa?” he asked her.


“Oh,” she said, “so you were listening after all?”


He’d laughed a little timidly. Tightened his grip on her hand. He felt uneasy about sneaking into their neighbor’s rear garden, though they were on friendly enough terms.


“At that time, he was just a little boy like you, though he had fits and foamed at the mouth. His mother dreamed that an old man in a silk robe appeared before her and said if she raised a shrine to him in the back of their house, her son would be cured. And he was!” He remembers the smile in his nanny’s voice, though her face has completely faded in his memory. “So today we’re going to pray to the huxian to take your— . . . —away.”


Strange how he can never recall exactly what she was going to pray for him. The words are blurred, like a smear of sound, or perhaps he wasn’t paying attention. He was so very small at the time, young enough to reach up for her hand. Lower than the height of the bolt on the wooden gate. But he remembers the sunlit leaves and the huge bamboo culms that grew in this neighbor’s back garden. Bao spent his time wandering in that grove, picking up leaves and jumping over the young shoots, while his nanny busied herself at the fox shrine.


A dark box with a sloped roof, it was open at the front and made of weathered gray wood. Inside was a small stone statue, upright and slender. It looked more like a cat than a fox, he pointed out. “Hush,” she said hastily, apologizing to the deity for his rudeness. That’s what he remembers, the way her pressed hands trembled slightly as she’d offered sticks of incense.


And now that Bao thinks about it, it was after this visit that he began to hear truth from lies. What exactly happened to him, that sunny morning under the bamboo leaves? The memory vanishes, and he turns his thoughts back to the current situation.


*


A WOMAN’S BODY found in the snow.


Waves of famine have driven peasants to the city, where they die in alleys and freeze in makeshift shelters. Yet this body belonged to a young woman who was neither starving nor ill dressed. As Gu, the restaurant owner, suggested, she was likely a courtesan from the pleasure district. Booked for parties, they sing, play the qin, and banter coquettishly as they pour wine. Important guests choose girls to take home as though they’re desserts or afterthoughts.


Bao sighs. Recovering runaway women is a business that he usually avoids, but this nameless girl deserves a memorial. Her light clothes and lack of an overcoat are surprising. It was freezing that night, Gu told Bao. So cold that the snow slid off the curved-tile roofs in powdery drifts. Why did she fall asleep in the snow in a delirium of happiness?


Gu’s wife insisted it was the work of foxes. On hearing those words, Bao’s heart gave a curious, twisting leap, as though he were a child again in a rustling bamboo grove. Foxes and his strange ability to hear truth feel entwined—it’s a mystery that has gnawed at him for most of his life.


Quickening his steps, Bao walks to the red-light district, felt boots slipping on the icy cobbled street. Here in the north, the buildings are brick and gray stone, tiled roofs slick and dark with melting snow. Rows of red lanterns hang between the buildings and across the street. They’re lit at night, giving this district a rosy, optimistic glow. Very different from a morning like this, when clotted rags and torn paper plaster the wet pavements.


Bao checks with the staff at different establishments, asking if any women have recently gone missing. A bookkeeper says two women in the district have died of tuberculosis and another girl ran away. He pauses, one hand suspended over his heavy black abacus beads. “The girl who disappeared was from the Phoenix Pavilion.”


“Have you heard any rumors of foxes?”


“Foxes?” The bookkeeper looks up, surprised. “You mean the normal kind or hulijing, the spirit foxes?”


“Either. Anybody mention them?”


“One of our porters swore he’d seen a white fox outside a teahouse late at night. I heard about it when he came in to be paid at the end of the month.”


“What day was that?”


The bookkeeper flips open a ledger and names a date that’s exactly the same night the woman’s body appeared on Gu’s back doorstep.


Bao inhales sharply, stomach clenching. “He’s sure it was a fox?”


“I thought he must have seen a white dog, but he was insistent about the tail. A proper fox’s brush, he said. Asked for extra pay so he could go to the temple and be exorcised. I told him no, of course.” He glances shrewdly up at Bao. “If you’re interested in foxes, you should talk to Bektu Nikan.”


“Who is he?”


“A Manchurian photographer commissioned by a few establishments to take pictures of courtesans for a catalog. He stopped by when he heard our porter had said he’d seen a white fox. A strange man, with an uncomfortable stare. The girls didn’t like him much.”


“Why was he asking about foxes?”


“He wanted a white fox skin. Said people would pay good money to be photographed with it.” The bookkeeper makes an involuntary face.


Foxes, Bao knows, are feared and worshipped as deities. They also steal the breath of living men—their qi, that vital force that animates everyone. The famous scholar Ji Yun, who was obsessed with foxes, said: Humans and things are different species, and foxes lie between humans and things; darkness and light take different paths, and foxes lie in between darkness and light.


“Between darkness and light” implies shadows. The uneasy realm of the believer. Sometimes Bao wonders if he falls into that category. Certainly he doesn’t have the faith of his old nanny, who trudged to the fox shrine every week with small offerings of cake or fruit. She’d hardly anything of her own—she didn’t even have a room to herself, but slept on the floor next to his bed ever since he was a baby. She was a stubbornly superstitious peasant who loved Bao dearly. That, he can’t deny.


And he remembers his childhood and the day he first discovered he could hear lies.









5


We foxes have an appearance that elicits strong emotions from humans. It’s the same quality that leads us to be trapped in boxes or put to death. So when the old lady’s eyes widened when she saw me, I immediately felt alarmed.


Northeast China is full of villagers who still worship at fox shrines, consult mediums who claim to channel fox spirits, and invoke exorcists to drive them out. It’s a love-hate relationship. Foxes used to be considered sacred, but where once we were revered, we’re now reviled as seductive tricksters. For all intents, my prospective employer resembled your average granny. Small, upright, and rather sweet, despite her daughter-in-law’s characterization of her as picky. But I knew better. That look in her eyes, the surprise and half recognition, made my ears tingle. It was the look of a believer: someone who had encountered one of us before, though she might not realize it herself.


“Madam,” said the elderly maidservant, “this is the young woman.”


The old lady tilted her head. “Come closer, into the light.”


She had a quiet, reasonable voice. All the more reason to be careful since she didn’t sound crazy. (Crazy, by the way, is helpful for us. People who act like madmen are seldom believed. The term “crazy like a fox” is something we’re quite proud of.)


I stepped forward into the circle of yellow lamplight. There was really nothing to fear, I told myself, despite my racing pulse. She was just an old lady and not a Daoist exorcist, though I didn’t really want to think about why an old lady would be conducting job interviews “only at night.”


“You’re from the north?” she asked.


“Yes, furen.” I addressed her respectfully as missus, or the lady of the house. I had a whole story prepared about having come from the countryside to work as a nursemaid and having been hustled by a pimp (all true), but she didn’t ask me any of that.


She simply said, “Has spring come to the grasslands already?”


“The plovers are calling, and the sheep grass is pushing up green shoots.” I could almost smell the rich scent of the soil. It made me inexplicably sad.


“Could you please turn around?”


I did so, puzzled. The elderly maidservant looked unaccountably nervous.


“You have a shadow,” said the old lady.


“Everybody does, furen.”


“No, not everyone. And yours is nice and solid.”


The maidservant caught my eye and coughed, embarrassed. But I instantly understood what the old lady was doing. She was concerned about spirits. I felt like laughing. If that was the issue, there was no problem with my taking a job like this, for I was assuredly a living creature.


But I didn’t laugh. I looked serious, and that seemed to please my prospective employer. “I’m not afraid of ghosts.”


Which is absolutely true.


*


THAT’S HOW I got a job serving the widowed mother of the medicine shop owner. The interview had ended so late that I was starving again. Outside, I bought lamb skewers from a thickset man who was grilling them over a charcoal brazier. According to the skewer seller, the medicine shop was famously prosperous and had been established by a family of Han Chinese doctors from Mukden. Though for all their cleverness at curing other people’s diseases, they themselves weren’t long-lived.


“The heir to the house always dies young. It’s said that the eldest son never survives. In fact, the current head is the second son,” he said.


“They’re unlucky, but they can cure others,” said another. He was eyeing me in that acquisitive way, so I hastily made my departure, being sure to lose any pursuit by scrambling over a couple of walls.


I won’t go into details, but one doesn’t switch from fox to woman and back on a whim, so it was extremely important to find a safe space to pass the night. I was grateful for this job, which would provide shelter while I hunted Bektu Nikan. I hadn’t forgotten him. Not for a day, or even an hour. The image of my child’s broken little body haunted me; I would not let it fade. Crawling under a bush in the courtyard of a deserted, half-built house, I curled up. Always choose the most haunted-looking place that others avoid. Chinese cemeteries are especially good. That’s why people say that foxes live in graves.


*


EARLY NEXT MORNING, I presented myself at the medicine shop. I was to address my new employer as tai furen, or Elder Mistress, to differentiate her from her daughter-in-law, who was the current owner’s wife. This lady—Madam Huang—the pale, tofu-mouthed woman I’d first seen on the road, received me in the main house.


“What is your family name?” she asked.


“Hu,” I said. There’s another name, “Hu,” which sounds exactly like fox but is written with a different character. That’s the one that we often use to disguise ourselves.


“And your personal name?”


We foxes tend to have very simple names. Nothing fancy—in fact, I once knew a fox with the unfortunate name of Spot. When you live for a long time, it’s best to keep things straightforward.


“My name is Snow”—“xue’er” in Mandarin, “tsas” in Mongolian, “nimanggi” in Manchurian, “yuki” in Japanese. It’s a beautiful, poetic name, and one that I’ve never tired of.


“Snow . . .” Madam Huang frowned. In the thin morning light, filtering through the carved transoms lined with oiled paper to keep out the cold, she clearly thought my name too alluring for a servant. “Not Snow. We’ll call you Ah San,” which means “number three” in Chinese. Many peasants barely had names at all: numbers were common, and so were animals like “Ah Niu” (cow) and “Ah Gou” (dog), to ward off evil.


“All you have to do is take care of my mother-in-law,” she said.


Previous candidates had apparently been dismissed shortly after being hired. Madam Huang looked unhappy. She didn’t say why, other than to repeat that her mother-in-law was picky, but as her husband was very fond of his mother, there was nothing to be done other than to keep hiring and firing servants.


Besides the elderly maidservant Ting, there were many maids and menservants in the shop. It was so large that it was more accurately called a medicine hall—an echoing space, very dim and dark, with counters running along the sides. Behind them were hundreds of small wooden drawers, each holding dried roots and rare ingredients. There were shelves with jars of ginseng and dried mushrooms, including the famous lingzhi. Light filtered in from the top of the double-height hall, and the upper gallery was lined with dusty red lanterns.


Of my new mistress, Ting said, “She’s been wary of people lately.”


In fact, the old lady’s reluctance had led to her recent retirement, a pity as her advice and financial acumen had long been the backbone of the business. I’d come just in time, said Ting defensively. Just because the Elder Mistress was moving to the back courtyard didn’t mean she wasn’t important.


Her new quarters consisted of a small courtyard with a two-room annex, formerly used for storage. It was dim and smelled of dried radishes and yellow dust from the plains. I didn’t mind; I see very well in the dark. Ting hurried off, her mouth a pursed line. She’d probably said more than she’d intended. Most people do if you keep quiet for long enough.


If my new mistress felt any sadness or regret about being put out to pasture, tai furen said nothing. Indeed, when we were alone, she mostly talked about her childhood in the far north. Northern China is a mixture of many tribes, including Mongols, Manchus, Koreans, and the now-extinct Khitan. And that’s not even counting the ambitions of Russia and Japan. Despite this, I find people remarkably similar, especially in their fears.


Most men fear darkness, decline in physical strength, ruthless women, and children not of their own blood. There’s more, though they’ll go to extraordinary lengths to deny it. Frankly, I’ve always thought that admitting you’re terrified of something is a good first step. But then, of course, I’m not a man.


*


I WANTED TO search for Bektu Nikan as soon as possible, but nobody let me out for a week. At night, all the outer doors and gates were locked, and a watchman patrolled outside—to prevent theft, they said, since many of the rare tonics and medicines were worth more than their weight in gold. Despite my gnawing impatience, I was relieved to have a safe place to sleep and plenty of food. I’d been alone for so long that the chatter of this large, lively household warmed me. There were many young ladies, including cousins, aunts, and friends, staying over. Waiting for my mistress, I overheard their gossip.


“Is the girl outside Grandmother’s new servant?”


“She’s suspiciously good-looking, like a fox.”


My ears twitched in alarm. No, no. That was just one of those common jokes.


“We mustn’t let Bohai see her. Or maybe we should!”


Shrieks of laughter. Pining away like birds in a cage, they could hardly be blamed for being silly. At this point, my old lady appeared on the veranda. Embarrassed, she explained, “My grandson, Bohai, is studying Western medicine in Japan.”


Many young Chinese had gone to study in Japan since its rapid modernization and embrace of Western science. They were disillusioned with the crumbling Qing dynasty and its increasingly corrupt bureaucracy. The old Imperial literary examinations for government posts had fallen into decline, and nobody knew what the future held.


“I heard that your grandson knows all the new photographers in the city.”


“Photography is his passion.” She smiled. “Would you like me to ask Bohai if anyone new has come?”


Yes, yes, I would. As for Bohai, the only son of the house, I learned he was twenty-three years old, unmarried, and due to return to Japan as a medical student at the end of the month. How curious that there were so many young women in the family and almost no men. I recalled the lamb-skewer seller’s words, that the eldest son of the household always died young.


My mistress said, “Since you’ve been asking so much about photographers, it’s probably time to take my portrait before I die.”


Old Chinese people love to talk about the span of their lives. In many villages, a sure sign of filial piety is that one’s children have already bought a carved wooden coffin for you. It will be kept in a back room, and I wondered suddenly if, in one of these annexes, a wooden shell was awaiting her final journey.


My old lady’s decision to have her photograph taken was extremely helpful in my search for Bektu Nikan. He couldn’t have gone too far, not if he’d continued to ply his trade. I bared my teeth in a snap.


“You look so fierce, Ah San,” she said, surprised. “Has anyone troubled you?”


“Troubled” could hardly describe the sorrow and rage in my heart, but I said merely, “It looks like rain.”


When I’d ensured she was well wrapped up, she said, “Tell Ting that I’d like Bohai to accompany me.”
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Soon after his old nanny took him to the fox god’s shrine, Bao fell ill with a high fever. His skin turned yellow, his stomach hurt, and he cried for hours. The whites of Bao’s eyes were yellow as lanterns, and his parents feared the worst. But his old nanny continued to pray fervently, going to the fox shrine daily. Each time she went, she brought back a little gift for Bao: a bamboo leaf, a pebble shaped like the hollow indent of a chicken’s pelvic bone. He wasn’t sure whether this was to assure him of her pilgrimages or distract him from crying.


“He has too much heat and wind in him,” said the doctor who examined Bao. “The spleen and gallbladder are blocked—see the yellow in his eyes?”


He prescribed capillary wormwood and poria mushrooms decocted with herbs. Bao drank the bitter medicine with tears streaming down his face.


Whispered conversations in the next room. His father, a government official, came to look at Bao. His mother, usually more concerned with Bao’s older brother, a promising student, sat by his bedside with red-rimmed eyes.


“What’s this nonsense?” said his father, glancing at the leaves and pebbles by his bed. “Throw it away, it’s dirty.”


His mother swept it off, and together they bent over him.


“Am I going to die?” asked Bao. The last time his father had leaned, peering ominously like this, over someone had been at Bao’s grandfather’s deathbed.


“Don’t worry,” said his mother. “Nobody dies from a sickness like this.”


There it was. A strange, high-pitched buzzing that accompanied his mother’s words. Startled, Bao looked around, forgetting his misery for a moment.


“Of course. You shouldn’t worry,” said his father.


Again, the buzz. It followed the movement of his father’s lips exactly. Bao stared, mouth agape.


“What’s wrong with the boy—has his mind been affected?” said his father sharply. No, the sound was gone.


“It’s just the fever.” His mother rested a defensive hand on Bao’s head. His head, he knew, was very important to both of them. It was the first thing they always talked about, how many poems he had memorized, or how quickly he could calculate sums on the abacus. His father had taken the Imperial exams in his youth and had come away with an official assignment to this far-northern town. If only I hadn’t had a stomachache on the day of the examinations, I’d have done even better, he’d said once. Bao and his older brother had glanced at each other. Bao knew from his brother’s quick, frightened frown that this was serious business.


As was his illness now, no matter what his mother said. The pain in his abdomen was so piercing that he wanted to vomit, only there was nothing in his stomach, just the parched bitter bite of his own tongue.


Eventually his bloated belly subsided, the ache in his limbs ebbed away. Studying and memorization were out of the question; days were spent lying in bed, watching the sunlit leaves flicker in the courtyard beyond. It was almost summertime—the short, surprisingly hot summer of the north that came with clouds of yellow dust. Cicadas sang, reminding him of the buzzing whine he’d heard in his parents’ voices.


A few days later, he heard it again when their maidservant was talking over the wall. She called out to their neighbor’s cook that they were all out of eggs and had none to spare that day. This was clearly a lie; on the ground next to her was a bowl of fresh eggs laid by their own chickens. Bao was fascinated.


“Say it again,” he asked her.


“What?”


“That we don’t have any eggs.”


She refused, thinking he was making fun of her, but later that day, he repeated the experiment with his nanny.


“Let’s play a game,” he said. “You say something, and I’ll tell you if it’s true or false.”


His old nanny was the only one who’d stayed calm during his illness. In fact, he had a dim memory of his mother scolding her one night when he was extremely sick—You heartless woman, my son might die!—and then her muffled reply that he couldn’t make out.


“How old am I?”


“Seven.”


“How old is my brother?”


“Eleven.”


“No, no, that’s not right. You have to lie!” he said indignantly.


“All right. Your brother is four years old.” She was indulging him, but he heard it. A faint, telltale hum.


“Tell me something I don’t know,” he demanded.


“I washed your blue trousers yesterday.”


“False.”


“When I was a child, I gave my lunch to a beggar and my mother beat me.”


“True!” Bao’s eyes shone.


His old nanny clucked; she didn’t want him to overexcite himself. “Last one.”


“Were you worried when I got sick?”


“No.”


“Why?”


She looked away. Strange how after all these years, even in his memory, he can’t recall her face. Only the sharp, medicinal scent of the white flower oil she used for her arthritis. “The fox god told me that you would definitely live a long life.”


*


BAO IS NOW sixty-three. He wonders if his nanny would consider that a long life. Perhaps he’s the same age now that she was, or even older; it’s hard to tell, as in his childhood memories, all adults are ancient. Bao considers himself agnostic about foxes. After all, among the educated, foxes are considered folk superstition, though he can’t deny the peculiar yearning he feels whenever he hears the term “hulijing,” or fox spirit. It’s as though his chest is the hollow body of a lute, whose strings vibrate to an invisible breeze. Lately, this urge feels stronger, as though time is running out for him to meet the fox god.


The bookkeeper in the red-light district mentioned that a girl had gone missing from the Phoenix Pavilion. When women run away, the news is often suppressed lest it encourage further escapes. Others die from disease or suicide. There’s no official body count in this district, where officials are routinely bribed.


With that in mind, Bao heads to the Phoenix Pavilion, where he asks for Qiulan, or Autumn Orchid. She’s a woman he once did a favor for. It’s just after lunch and the smell of pao cai, pickled vegetables, wafts into the room.


Qiulan is buxom and blousy, her once pretty looks beginning to fade. Never very skilled in conversation, she compensates with good humor, so when parties are being made up, her name inevitably comes up as the fourth or fifth choice. Every time they meet, Qiulan seems sadder and heavier. The rouge on her lips is smudged exactly in the shape of the thin stem of an opium pipe, and when she sees Bao today, she can barely muster a smile.


“Uncle Bao,” she says, calling him by the familiar honorific for an elder, though they’re not related. “What are you here for?”


He sets a gift of laopo bing, flaky pastries stuffed with candied winter melon, on the table. Qiulan’s eyes look tired and puffy. Bao fears that she’ll soon have to retire or be thrown out.


“I’d like to know about a woman who went missing six weeks ago. Maybe from a high-class establishment.”


“What makes you think I can help—do I look high-class to you?”


He won’t lie. That’s the one thing that Bao can’t bear to hear from his own lips, the faint whine of falsehood like an untethered bee, so he keeps quiet. Qiulan laughs shortly. “Well, I don’t have much longer in this profession anyway.”


Bao doesn’t ask if she’s paid off her debts. Girls sold into brothels must shoulder the cost of their own imprisonment, to which is added, month on month, the cruel price of interest, room, and board. Asking servants to run out and buy snacks and hairpins requires tipping to keep the relationships sweet. There are so many ways they’re bled dry. Bending his head, he stares at the wooden tabletop. An ant crawls over it, a small traveler heading nowhere.


“Listen,” she says, half jokingly. “I’ll tell you what I know if you’ll buy my debt out.” They both know that he can’t afford it. Besides, they’ve never had that sort of relationship.


“I’m old enough to be your grandfather.” It’s the reply he always gives her.


“I don’t care. I’ll make a good wife. Don’t you want a son to carry on your family name?” Qiulan sounds more desperate each time. Her looks are fading, her good humor barely maintained under the spell of her opium pipe. Sometimes when she coughs, bright blood speckles the mucus.


“I won’t marry again,” he says gently.


“Who is it that you’re still thinking of?” From time to time, Qiulan puts on coquettish airs, like the mannerisms she uses with clients, though it seems that she really wants to know all his secrets. Bored with her own life, terrified of her future, she spends her time needling him when he drops by from time to time.


Bao shakes his head. He knows this game. Qiulan trades in personal information. But she’s useful, since she plays the qin well and gets invited to many parties, where she won’t outshine the top courtesans. And she’s truthful.


“Tell me, have you ever been in love, Uncle Bao?”


“Yes, I have.”


“Who was it?” Qiulan’s eyes light up. Strange how, despite her own disappointments, the rumor of love still sparks an interest in her.


“It was a long time ago. She and I were childhood friends, but she married another, and so did I.”


Qiulan breaks off a piece of flaky pastry. What a boring story, her plucked eyebrows seem to say. With a sigh, she answers his original question, “The one who went missing was a new girl, Chunhua.”


Beneath her brittle exterior, Bao senses she’s upset. “Were you close to her?”


“She reminded me of myself when I was younger. Eager to please, hoping someone would fall in love with me and buy me out. Why are you asking about her, anyway? I thought you would never work for a brothel.”


“You’re right, my client is someone else.”


“Is it Mr. Wang?”


At Bao’s surprise, she says, “He’s a wealthy man who often hires professional entertainers for his business events. In fact, Chunhua disappeared during his last party at a teahouse.” She names a place two miles from Gu’s restaurant.


Bao notes the address. It’s walkable, though unpleasant on a freezing winter night with no overcoat. No one in their right mind would embark unnecessarily on such a journey, especially a woman alone.


At his frown, Qiulan says abruptly, “Something’s happened to her, hasn’t it?”


“The body of a young woman was found frozen in a doorway. I’ve been asked to find her true name so that a religious service can be said for her.”


Qiulan’s throat moves up and down. She’s trying not to cry, though her eyes brim dangerously. “Was it Chunhua?”


“I don’t know. She was buried already, and since it was outside the pleasure quarters, they might not have been notified.” Bao doesn’t mention that Gu, by bribing the officials, hushed up the incident. “I only have a secondhand description from the person who found her. Medium height, dressed in light apricot silk clothing. Fancy hair ornaments. Early twenties?”


“That could be anyone,” says Qiulan defensively. “And not just from here. Many merchants keep mistresses. Chunhua was nineteen.”


“Do you recognize the clothing?”


“I don’t know what she wore that night. That week was busy as several girls were out sick. They wouldn’t have picked her for that dinner if we hadn’t been short-staffed. Mr. Wang is an important client. He always asks for professional singers and musicians, even for small parties.”


“Did she seem excited or depressed in any way?”


“Not that anyone noticed. She wasn’t an accomplished singer or musician, as Mr. Wang prefers, but she was young and cheerful. She offered to run errands for me—little things like that. Other girls, when they see you’re on your way out, want nothing to do with you. But she was good-natured. We got along well.” She swallows.


“Did she have any particular weaknesses?”


Qiulan stares at the carved screen behind him. A fly buzzes drunkenly over her head. “She didn’t take opium, but she was a fool for handsome men. That’s how she ended up here. A pimp recruited her the usual way, with promises of love and marriage. You know the story.” She sighs. “I hope it wasn’t her. Speaking of handsome men, there was one guest who attracted attention that night. He was all the girls could talk about when they came home. Nobody missed Chunhua until later, thinking she’d returned early. The next morning, she still wasn’t back and that’s when the alarm went out. They don’t like it when women go missing.”


That’s an understatement, as Qiulan’s lowered glance tells him. Still, Bao has a problem. He has no way to confirm that the missing woman was Chunhua, though it still seems like the most likely scenario. It’s too bad that the restaurant owner’s description was scanty, but he was likely too shocked to examine her properly. A corpse is considered a repository of yin, or negative energy, and thus deeply unlucky. No wonder Gu has been so terrified in the weeks since.


“Was Chunhua her real name?”


“No.”


“Chunhua” means “spring flower,” just as “Qiulan” means “autumn orchid.” They’re the sort of light, floral names given to women of the pleasure quarters. Often there’s a theme, chosen by the establishment.


“Do you know her real name?”


Qiulan shakes her head. “Our house doesn’t keep such records, to prevent trouble from relatives.”


“Did anyone ever take a photograph of her?” If so, Bao can ask Gu to confirm if it’s the woman he found. Photography is a new art, and though some are afraid of having their likenesses captured, fearing it will snatch away their souls, it’s increasingly popular. The Dowager Empress herself has posed for photographs, dressed up as the Goddess of Mercy.


“Yes. The owner had some pictures taken for a catalog. Chunhua was in the group photograph, taken by a Manchurian named Bektu Nikan.”


It’s the same name mentioned by the bookkeeper—the one who asked about a white fox seen by a porter.


“The group picture with her wasn’t selected as a print. You’d have to ask Bektu for it.” Qiulan drops her eyes. “There’s a rumor going round that maybe Mr. Wang took her to his villa. At a previous banquet, he remarked that Chunhua resembled one of his favorite opera singers, which made some of the other girls jealous. That’s why they didn’t want her picked for the last party, the one where she vanished. I’ve heard that Mr. Wang has a secret courtyard at his country villa where he keeps women. What if she’s not dead, but there instead?”


Bao pencils this into his notebook. Qiulan would rather think of her friend as alive in a rich man’s house rather than frozen in a doorway. They both know which is more likely though.


“If you want to know Chunhua’s real name, she told me that she came from Wu Village to the west of the city. Her family were ragpickers, reselling old cloth. She fell in love with a pimp and ran away with him.” Her shoulders sag. “She had a younger sister that she didn’t dare contact. Said she was ashamed. Like I said, she reminded me of myself when I was younger. What a stupid girl.”


Tears fall from her eyes. Bao is unsure whether Qiulan is weeping for her lost friend, or herself.
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So there we were, my old lady and me, waiting in front of the medicine shop for Bohai to accompany her to visit photographers. Finally, the door opened and out came the young master. I almost burst out laughing. Bohai looked like an egg. He had a pale oval face, small eyes, and thin flat hair combed severely into a fashionable side part. On top of that, he wore a suspicious expression: very hard-boiled.


“Grandmother.” Even his voice was slightly squeaky. “You’ll catch a chill. Must you take your photograph today?” For all his grumbling, Bohai seemed fond of her. When a rickshaw arrived, he helped her into its swaying height and climbed in after.


My mistress peered worriedly at me. “I want to take Ah San, too.”


“She can walk,” he said, so I was forced to scamper after them. I didn’t care. As the breeze stung my cheeks, I had a fiercely joyous feeling that I was getting closer in my hunt of Bektu Nikan. He’d eluded me once, in a far-off northern village when I’d heard falsely that he was dead. And, recently, a second time when I’d tracked him to Mukden.


From what I overheard as I ran behind the rickshaw, the photographer we were going to visit was a Japanese man named Oda. “That’s your friend’s shop?” said my mistress.


“Yes,” Bohai said. “Grandmother, your new servant—you haven’t noticed anything odd about her?”


The wheels rattled over a bump, so I missed part of my mistress’s reply. “—Bohai, I want you to be very careful. You know why.”


*


THE PHOTOGRAPHY STUDIO was neat and prosperous; clearly there was demand for this new art, which captured your likeness forever. A painted backdrop gave the illusion of a faraway landscape, with various props to pose with. The hairs on the back of my neck stiffened; mixed in with the smell of furniture polish, darkroom chemicals, and a large bouquet of wax flowers was a faint musky scent that made me uneasy. That’s the problem of living a long life. One can’t help running into old acquaintances.


My mistress leafed through the album of photographs proffered by Oda, the proprietor. His Chinese was excellent, though he spoke Japanese to Bohai.


“If you like, I can take your portrait today at a discount for friends,” he said. That was enough to make my mistress smile and agree.


“Where’s Shirakawa—isn’t he staying with you?” Bohai peered at the doorway curtain in the back of the shop.


“He’s not here today.”


“Oh.” Bohai looked unaccountably disappointed. My stomach fluttered in alarm. “Shirakawa” means “white river”—a common enough Japanese name. However, any name with the written character for “white” in it is immediately suspect to me. As is “black,” for that matter. But more about that later.


Oda looked up from the camera at Bohai. “Be careful at night; don’t go drinking with strange companions. There’s been another death.”


“Who died?” A note of dismay in my mistress’s voice.


“A student. He was found in an alleyway. Shirakawa told me.”


Oda might have thought he was merely relaying news, but from the trembling of her lips, my mistress was worried. She glanced at Bohai and twisted her hands in her lap. Recalling the rumors of how the eldest sons of this medicine shop died young, I wondered if that accounted for Bohai’s peevish air of anxiety. I, too, was on high alert.


Sudden, inexplicable deaths were of great interest to me.


*


AS WE LEFT, I lingered to ask Oda if he’d heard of a Manchurian photographer named Bektu Nikan. He gave a nervous start. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” Turning abruptly, he went outside to where my mistress and Bohai were waiting. I narrowed my eyes. Oda and his studio put me on edge; I had the gnawing feeling that I’d missed something. Perhaps I ought to come back. Alone.


I wasn’t the only one feeling suspicious. At home, my mistress asked me, “You seemed to understand Oda and my grandson at the shop. Do you speak Japanese?”


When you live a long time, you learn many languages, but I gave her the same vague story I’ve used before. “I came from an orphanage in the north, where there were Japanese and Russian settlers. Koreans and Mongolians, too.”


“Was it hard for you?” She looked worried. That was what I was beginning to like about her; there was no reason for a well-off widow like her to care, but she had a kind heart.


“Sometimes.” I sighed, in a way calculated to put off questions as we went back to carding embroidery thread. I hate embroidering, by the way. But it’s one of those womanly arts that you must endure to pass as a proper lady.


“Why aren’t you married?” she asked.


“I’ve been married before. I’ve no interest in marrying again.”


My mistress nodded mildly. “I see.” She probably assumed that I’d been widowed or had run away. “Since you understand Japanese, could you do me a favor? I’d like you to keep an eye on Bohai’s friend Shirakawa. I fear he’s taking advantage of Bohai. Sometimes, he almost seems bewitched.”


I kept my face deliberately blank. Words like “bewitched” are bad news for foxes. After all, it doesn’t take long for rumors of devilment to set off literal foxhunts.* But I was curious about this Shirakawa myself, including the mention of sudden deaths that the photographer Oda had made.


*


AND SO MY mistress decided to hold a small dinner for her grandson and a few of his friends. It was to be an intimate gathering: Bohai, three of his friends, his grandmother, and his father, the master of the medicine shop. Madam Huang, his mother, had declined to attend. She gave vague excuses, but I suspected she meant to keep the young ladies in the house from spying. They were at a dangerously marriageable age; it wouldn’t do to have them involved in some unsuitable love affair. It has always amazed me how people lock up their daughters but not their sons. If they locked up the young men as well, there would be a lot less trouble. But who was I to interfere? I was simply there on my own quiet path of revenge.


Dinner would be in the main dining room, where an enormous round table made of rosewood was used for formal meals. I was to attend my mistress. There were no constraints about female servants being in mixed company. We were considered too low-class to be restricted, and gentlemen could be expected to take their pick from service females. I bared my teeth just a little.


Besides, my mistress had asked me to listen in on Shirakawa. As she explained, “My grandson often speaks to him privately in Japanese and I want to know what they’re discussing.”


The cook had been busy all afternoon. Dalian is a port city, famous for its seafood. Fish, clams, and sea urchins grow deliciously plump in its frigid waters, so there were oysters folded into delicate chive omelets, and sweet-fleshed croaker fish panfried, then braised with garlic and fermented black beans. There was also drunken chicken, steamed, salted, and doused with rice wine, with thin curls of green onions on its glistening golden skin.


It was dusk by the time the dinner guests arrived, and the dining room was brightly lit with oil lamps. So bright, in fact, that coming in from the dimly lit corridor made people blink. That was how I observed each of them enter, eyes scrunched up and slightly dazzled. An odd parade, made more so by the sharp shadows cast by the light.


Bohai’s father looked harried and tired. He gave my old lady a questioning look, as though wondering why she’d arranged a dinner like this. Next was Bohai, ushering in a couple of friends: Lu Dong and Chen Jianyi. Lu was very tall and thin, with a downturned lip like a camel. Chen was so ordinary that it was hard to describe him. Medium height, medium-wide face. I’d passed a thousand Chens before, from princes to melon sellers. Standing quietly behind my mistress’s chair, I noted how she leaned forward to scrutinize the young men. She was more concerned with their shadows than their faces. Each shadow was sharp and black, crisp as a sugar wafer, and I saw her shoulders relax.


“But where is your friend Shirakawa?” she said.


Bohai said, rather ungraciously, “He’ll be a little late. He said to send his apologies.” I was beginning to understand Bohai better. He didn’t mean to be rude; he was merely anxious. But his father frowned.


“Who is Shirakawa? How long have you known him?”


The answer to this was confusing. Both Lu and Chen appeared to know Shirakawa as well, but their accounts were vague and contradictory. One said that Shirakawa had gone to school with them, the other that Shirakawa had done them all a great service in the past. The one thing they agreed on was that he was very charming and erudite, perhaps the cleverest person they’d ever met.


My skin tightened. I felt the warning tingle of running into someone you wish to avoid, of hoping that a description is just mere coincidence. And why shouldn’t it be? I’d only the character [image: image], or “white,” in his name to go by. There were thousands—no, hundreds of thousands—of people with names like this.


“When are you going back to Japan?” my mistress asked.


In a few weeks, it seemed. The Japanese academic year began in April, and all three young men were university students. Chen said, “I can’t wait to get away from my father.”


“You’d better make sure he doesn’t know what you’ve been up to,” said Bohai. A joke that fell flat. The young men laughed uneasily.


Lu said, “Speaking of trouble, remember Bektu Nikan, the Manchurian photographer who took pictures for Chen’s uncle?”


I inhaled sharply.


There was the slightest freeze, as though he was warning his friends. “I heard he’s gone on to Yokohama, so we may see him again.”


Their talk devolved to other matters, but I gripped the back of a chair in fierce triumph. Who knew why the young men were nervous about him, but I was glad that my mistress had hosted this dinner. Now I knew where Bektu Nikan was, I just had to figure out how to get there. It’s said that foxes are deterred by running water. This isn’t true, though we tend to be horribly seasick; it would be most troublesome if Bektu had run away to Japan.


Lost in thought, I forgot to heed my earlier unease. If I’d been alert, I ought to have excused myself and gone to stand silently in the corridor. When you live by your wits, there’s no such thing as being too paranoid. But I was so pleased with having picked up Bektu’s trail (in our own dining room, no less!) that I simply stood there, grinning like a fool. I’d utterly forgotten about Bohai’s latecomer friend.
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