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  ONE




  Chai Mansion, 1875




  Autumn in Plum Blossom Village is a season of sweat and laughter. Of acres and acres of golden fields. Of paddy-reaping and threshing. Naked stalks

  and plump-eared rice. Smiling faces, exhausted bodies. Bare-footed children run wild in the open, chasing after dogs who chase them. Mothers prepare meals for fathers busy in the fields.




  Crickets hide in the bushes; their noises crackle over the sky. Chrysanthemums smile a bright yellow. Snakes lurk in the mangroves, waiting patiently for toads and frogs that wait patiently for

  mosquitoes and flies.




  At night, as soon as the last streaks of evening fade, chimneys stop smoking, doors are shut tight. Under the thatched roofs, contented children wander through dreamlands, smiles on their faces,

  saliva at the corners of their mouths. Mothers darn shoes and shirts for fathers who enjoy a last puff of the pipe before bed. Before the day starts again.




  So it is tonight.




  In the distance, dilapidated shacks are reduced to ambiguous specks, dotted around the western hillside, shadowed under a lingering canopy of clouds. The wind rises, sweeping the giant shelter

  eastward, past the highlands, the peasants’ huts, past the winding Plum River and the paddy fields, before planting it right above the mansion by the eastern slope.




  The Chai Mansion.




  All of its four courtyards are engulfed in the dark shadow of the autumn cloud. During the day, activities centre on the east court where Master Chai resides, where servants wait reverently for

  orders, to fetch their demanding master this and that. To obey his endless requests. Opposite, in the west court, lives Likang, the master’s eldest son, and his wives. Their rooms are

  carefully arranged: while Likang enjoys the comfort of the centre room, his first wife, Da Niang, is assigned to the chamber on the right, confirming her superior status over the second wife, Er

  Niang, who always grumbles about being placed in the less prestigious left. Likang’s brother, Liwei, is content with the south court, which is as quiet as the vacant guest rooms in the north

  court.




  Now all the courtyards rest in silence.




  But not for long.




  The first cries pierce the darkness, travel to the east court and drill into Master Chai’s ears. He freezes to listen, then springs up, choking on the last puff of his pipe. He nods and

  nods, and grins. There he comes, the eldest son of my eldest son. Frightened by his sudden movement, his teenage maid steps back, and waits.




  Butler Feng bursts in: ‘A boy! It’s a boy!’




  His master glances up. Butler Feng stops and drops his smile. He bows and stands to one side.




  Master Chai sits down, signals the servant girl to prepare his pipe, and howls: ‘Go and get Likang!’




  The girl drops the pipe. Butler Feng says yes and leaves.




  He must be somewhere enjoying himself. Master Chai sighs, watching the young girl hurriedly pick up the pipe and light it.




  Outside, the servants buzz with excitement, busily disseminating the news in the suddenly lit mansion. They trace the infant’s cries to the west court, hushing each other to keep their

  voices down. Passing by, Butler Feng knits his brows tight, ordering the servants to disperse. Their whispers fill the courtyard as they leave.




  Behind the closed door of Da Niang’s room, the baby boy finally stops crying as he grows accustomed to his new world. Frail and pale, his mother takes a last look at him before the midwife

  takes him away.




  After waiting so long, his sisters, Meilian, eight, and Meifong, five, spring forward, surround the midwife. Eager to look at him, their brother. They touch his little pink face, tiny fingers.

  Da Niang, too weak to intervene, watches him carried to the adjoining room. Her maid pours her a cup of warm ginger tea, but Da Niang sends her off to attend to her infant master instead. He starts

  crying again, missing the warmth of his mother’s bosom.




  Though tired, his mother struggles to stay awake, listens, and is glad when his cry ceases. Sleep well, son.




  Moments later he wakes and cries again, but stops as soon as his hungry lips reach Mama Wang’s nipple. Milk is plentiful from the enormous breasts of the nursemaid. Mama Wang, after being

  forced by her husband to sell her newborn baby for an ox to work the field, has seized the opportunity to serve this child. But she misses her own. My Doggie. She smiles, remembering the

  moment she first caught sight of him. A lovely boy; naming him after an animal will blind the jealous evil spirits, will stop them from taking him away. But then her smile turns bitter.

  Yet he was taken. The pain penetrates her heart, deepening, vibrating. Her body trembles. The infant’s mouth loses hold of her nipple. He wails.




  Now that the servant girl has left the room to take the two sisters to bed, Mama Wang is all by herself with the baby. Someone else’s. She takes a closer look at the newborn as she

  guides him to her nipple again. Eyes closed, he enjoys his meal, sucking quietly, smelling the sweet scent of milk. As lovely as my Doggie. Mama Wang’s eyes turn soft. She holds him

  closer to her, caresses his little arms, little legs and creased face. Yes, you are my Doggie.




  Next door, his mother quietly listens to his yawns and breathings, so close yet distant, separated by the wooden wall. If only I could feed him with my own milk. All alone, she sighs, her

  tears well up.




  ‘A girl factory no longer,’ she murmurs.




  Where is his father? Where is he? She stares up. A column of ants marches along the wooden beam, too busy to give an answer. And soon tiredness drowns her. She sleeps.




  Two doors away, a teacup smashes to pieces on the floor. Er Niang stands, one hand on the table, the other on her protruding belly, puffing and trembling with rage.




  ‘Why should she be first?’ she cries, cupping the baby inside her. ‘You will be a boy! You must be a boy! You will not lose out.’




  Cowering in a corner, her maid presses her lean body hard against the wall, shivering as she stares into her mistress’s blazing eyes.




  At midnight, the newborn’s father is dragged home by Butler Feng from a brothel in Pindong Town ten miles away. Half-drunk, Likang rushes through Da Niang’s room to his child’s

  bed, hurriedly pulls aside the white cotton covering the baby’s tiny body. And he sees it, the little streak of manhood, resting quietly like the infant himself. It’s real. He

  hums a snatch of opera as he leaves.




  Awake since his return, Da Niang glances up as her husband passes by. Likang pauses, then forces a smile, nods, and retreats to his residence.




  Da Niang shuts her eyes tight, tears streaming.




  Early in the morning on the seventh day after the birth, Master Chai sends Butler Feng for Old Scholar Yan, the only scholar in Plum Blossom Village.




  Arriving back at the threshold of the newborn’s room in the west court, Butler Feng tugs aside a corner of the door curtain for Old Scholar Yan to peer in. Fed and content, and resting

  comfortably at Mama Wang’s bosom, the baby seems to smile at the old man with umps and ahs: his eyes brighten, his cheeks flush pink, his forehead gleams in the morning rays that slip through

  the raised curtain. He smiles as if he knows him already, the scrawny old man. Squinting, Old Scholar Yan steps forward. Butler Feng holds out his hand.




  ‘No.’




  The curtain drops. Behind it the baby wails, loud and piercing.




  Returning to Master Chai’s study, Old Scholar Yan sits at the table before a piece of red paper and a plateful of ink, and frowns, for a long time. And writes nothing. Although there is

  more ink than needed, the scholar’s teenage disciple keeps grinding the inkstick hard against the inkstone and peeping at Master Chai, who locks his wrinkled face tight. The young man

  watches, sweat streaming from his cleanshaven head. He tries to shut his ears, expecting a roar, but the master says nothing. The disciple is too young to know that Old Scholar Yan is the only

  person in Plum Blossom Village Master Chai would never roar at. He knows things the master does not know; he can read and write.




  Still, there are many more things Master Chai does not know about Old Scholar Yan. He does not know the many nights the scholar has spent studying I-Ching, the Book of Changes, horoscopes

  and face-reading. He does not know that this most knowledgeable man in Plum Blossom Village sees something in his grandson’s little face and eyes.




  The scholar searches his old brain for names: to match that face, those eyes and the something inside them. Master Chai beckons to his maid to replace the untouched tea with a fresh cup

  of warm o-long.




  Taking a sip of the tea, Old Scholar Yan finally writes on the red paper, boldly, in lishu, the ancient calligraphy of the Han Dynasty.




  Holding the piece of writing, Master Chai rushes through the corridor to the ancestral hall. Butler Feng tags along and helps his master to set the precious names nicely on the prayer table in

  front of the ancestors’ memorial plates. Master Chai throws a pair of yao, the half-moon-shape divinatory blocks, onto the floor. Both fall open, face up, smiling. Approved.




  So Master Chai announces his grandson’s name: Mingzhi; his scholar name is to be Ziwen, which means intelligent and knowledgeable. A literate man.




  No more illiterates. The Master has decided. For generations his ancestors have spent their entire lives managing thousands of acres of land in and around Plum Blossom Village. None of

  them, except his second son, knows anything more than basic reading. This eldest son of the eldest son of Chai is to be different: an educated shenshi, a member of the gentry, who will be

  eligible for public office. His grandfather is determined; his father nods, and his mother smiles quietly.




  Mama Wang provides sufficient milk for the baby’s enormous appetite. Always, he buries his head in Mama Wang’s breasts after his meal, dozes off soundly in the sweet and sour scents

  of milk and sweat. His mother watches, her heart contracting.




  She is already weak from two earlier miscarriages, and the delivery drains her further. Taking care of her young son becomes impossible, as she is able to sit up only for meals in the first

  month after her confinement.




  In the morning, when he is fed and dressed, Mama Wang takes him to his mother, lays him beside her. Pleased and thrilled, she caresses him and kisses him. Feels his delicate fingers, soft,

  chubby cheeks. Happy to hear his umps and ahs, to watch his lips twitching and his mouth opening as if talking to her, responding to her loving and caring words, which are only noises to him.




  Sometimes she struggles to sit up, to cradle and hold him tight in her bosom. His pulse feels vibrant. An active life. She can almost see what lies ahead of him. Hope. That she has ceased

  to see in herself long before his birth.




  His sisters come after breakfast. They gather round their mother’s bed and play with their brother. Meilian pinches his cheeks and calls him little bao – steamed bun with

  filling – while Meifong holds his hands and sings the folk songs she has learned from their maid.




  He shares smiles with them, giggles and gurgles as they sing and gesture.
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  His father sometimes visits, to see if he has grown. When he comes the two sisters crouch in a corner and watch their father looking down at the cradle, observing him.




  ‘He is too weak. You should feed him more often.’




  He always makes the same remarks. And Mama Wang always stares at the baby’s well fleshed-out limbs and round body and nods in silence, not wishing to argue. Then Likang leaves, without

  holding the child or glancing at his daughters in the corner.
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  A month after Mingzhi’s birth, Master Chai proudly holds a ceremony to celebrate his first grandson’s Full Moon.




  Early in the morning Mama Wang feeds Mingzhi his first meal of the day, bathes him and dresses him in his red shirt, red swaddling clothes, red gloves and red socks.




  ‘May all good fortune fall on you,’ Mama Wang whispers to the red baby in her arms.




  His hands, enveloped in cotton gloves, move along his face, his nose and his mouth. His fingers fidget in the tightly tied gloves, unable to touch his face or his nose, and unable to taste his

  soft, delicious thumb. Frustrated, his face turns red too, and his legs keep kicking.




  ‘Shh,’ Mama Wang cradles him and calms him. ‘This is the rule. You have to behave yourself from now on.’




  In the ancestral hall Master Chai paces up and down tapping his dragonhead walking stick, giving orders to Butler Feng to give orders, checking the prayer table: a pair of red candles on

  glittering brass holders; a double lion brass joss-stick pot filled with sand, fresh with the green smell of Plum River; a full bunch of joss sticks and a pair of divinatory blocks. All must be in

  order. And the offerings are lined up: a whole roasted pig sits in the middle, surrounded by braised duck, boiled chicken, meaty spring rolls, mushroom and vegetable platters and herbal chicken

  soup. And the red rice cakes and red boiled eggs, of course. And seven small cups of rice wine and seven big bowls of plain rice with seven pairs of chopsticks and seven soup spoons for seven

  generations of ancestors.




  Bracing himself with his brass stick, Master Chai stoops and counts carefully with his shrivelled fingers, making sure that no ancestor lacks anything. For if one place is mislaid, Master Chai

  will have to carry the sin of being disrespectful not only through the whole of this life, but also the next.




  Finally candles and joss sticks are lit. Blazing flames dance high, burning red, flashing on the floor and pillars. Smoke puffs up, joining the sweet and sour and herbal smells of the food,

  running wild between the beams and the pillars, brooding over the old man, his ancestors, his offerings and his servants.




  Butler Feng drags Likang out of bed. Still yawning, Likang almost sleepwalks through the courtyard past the many servants shuffling around cleaning the floor and the pillars, or bringing in yet

  more offerings. He nearly collides with the prayer table.




  Master Chai roars: ‘Try to make yourself useful, will you?’




  The sharp tail of the dragon stick points at Likang’s face, and he is fully awake now. Butler Feng pulls him away instantly to avoid further rebukes.




  Mama Wang, guarded by Meilian and Meifong, stops at the threshold of the ancestral hall. Neither women nor other clans are allowed in the ancestral hall. Likang goes to take Mingzhi from

  the nursemaid, holding him for the first time, awkwardly. In his father’s arms the child fidgets and sneezes. His mouth twitches and his face crumples. The air is smelly and smoky and stuffy,

  the swaddling clothes too warm.




  Grandfather Master Chai grins and welcomes his beloved grandson: ‘Come here, my little precious pearl!’




  Thunder howls in the baby’s fragile eardrums, triggering his wails, an outburst only to be expected against the noise, the smoke, the flames, the heat and smells. He shifts in his red

  swaddling. Red-faced.




  News of the crying eldest son of Master Chai’s eldest son in the ancestral hall travels fast. In the west court, Er Niang sniggers in her room while Da Niang frowns in hers. What an

  unlucky omen. Da Niang repeatedly reads the lines from the Dabei scriptures, chants for the blessing of Buddha. Please protect my Mingzhi from all evil spirits. Please.




  The divinatory blocks will not smile until the fifth fall. The ancestors seem to be displeased with their red-swaddled, wailing descendant. But Master Chai is pleased. He is pleased to see his

  grandson for the first time. Happy to touch his chubby cheeks. He is a real Chai boy, the heir to the Chai clan.




  The kitchen has been busy since dawn. Hundreds of rice cakes have been baked, hundreds of eggs boiled and dyed red. Butler Feng instructs the servants to give them to the residents of Plum

  Blossom Village: three cakes and three eggs for each family. Taking the synonym pronunciation of ‘three’ (san) to represent ‘life’ (sheng), the master plants

  the good omens of ‘alive’ and ‘active’.




  Surprised peasants come from the village and nearby quarters, waiting patiently in two long queues at the main entrance. Heavenly God has changed at last, beginning to take care of us.

  For years they have almost forgotten the taste of rice cake. Grinning, they spread the word: ‘He certainly is our lucky star.’




  It is the first time Master Chai has given them such a treat.




  At dusk, Liwei, Likang’s younger brother, returns, exhausted from a two-month rent-collection trip to distant villages. Entering the village, he stares around in disbelief: merry faces

  everywhere, everyone holding a red handful, laughing and chattering excitedly.




  A rare scene since the Taiping rebels’ dream of a peasant-ruled China burst like a bubble. Years of war coupled with drought left the lands almost barren. Poverty and hunger long ago

  ripped the smiles off the peasants’ faces. Land rents are high, can hardly be covered by the harvests. Liwei’s rent-collecting trips always leave him feeling guilty; as if he is a

  bloodsucker, robbing every single qian from the poor peasants.




  But today, they are smiling.




  Liwei hurries towards the source of all this.




  Finally, in front of the Chai mansion under the red banner, Liwei sees the last peasant receive his present. His heart thumps.




  The child is born!




  Leaving his luggage with Butler Feng, Liwei rushes to the west court to see the infant.
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  Mingzhi’s mother stays in bed for another two months. Feeling stronger, she sits up and holds Mingzhi for longer periods. But her son needs more movement now. He searches

  around for Mama Wang and cries for her when he sees her standing to one side. Mama Wang lifts him and paces about the room to calm him down. His mother’s eyes follow, her chest feels

  tight.




  At dusk, after dinner, Uncle Liwei visits. He tells his little nephew stories that are only noises to him. But his uncle’s gentle voice soothes Mingzhi. He stares up quietly and listens as

  though he understands the tales of monkey and pigsy, and the twenty-four dutiful children.




  In the adjoining room Da Niang sits up, listening, imagining her child grabbing Uncle Liwei’s fingers, smiling at him. And she smiles quietly, too.
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  Happy faces are everywhere as the autumn harvest approaches. Working in the billowing paddy fields, chasing away sparrows and killing grasshoppers, the peasants say when they

  meet: ‘Indeed, Heavenly God has changed at last.’ After years of poor harvests, a bumper crop is expected. Before their eyes are thousands of acres of golden fields,

  eye-catching, heart-warming.
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  At six months old, Mingzhi is joined by his half-brother, Er Niang’s son. This time Old Scholar Yan’s face crumples and his hands tremble when he writes the names:

  Mingyuan, a wise person, and his scholar name is Haojie, which means an outstanding person, a hero. The scholar puts down his brush, his hands still shaking. The names are symbols rather than

  predictions, Old Scholar Yan knows deep inside himself. He has chosen them carefully to counter the fate he sees in the child, the possible future outcome of his unwise decisions, unheroic actions.

  The old man quietly reminds Master Chai to burn more joss sticks, light more oil lamps, not just in the ancestral hall but also in the temples.
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  Rain starts pouring the night before Mingyuan’s Full Moon. Thunderstorms howl. The Plum River seethes ferociously, pounding against its bank. A worried peasant checking

  the embankment that evening finds a fissure in its surface. He hurries for help but the embankment collapses before help arrives. Water runs wild in the fields, washing away the spring sprouts.




  Master Chai sends Butler Feng and Liwei to lead the servants and peasants in containing the flood. The rain and thunderstorms stop after midnight, but the Plum River continues roaring. Sandbags

  are filled and stacked, cattle herded to higher ground, along with women, old and young, with armfuls of pots and pans and mattresses, dropping them along the way. There is little shelter. They

  crouch, soaking wet, in caves, between bushes, under trees.




  Butler Feng and Liwei return at dawn covered in mud. Their lips are pale, their hands wrinkled, their eyes gloomy. Everything’s gone.




  Master Chai worries about his rents.




  No rice cakes are baked, no red boiled eggs prepared for Mingyuan’s Full Moon, despite Er Niang’s angry stamping in her room, hard on her tiny feet and frustrated heart.




  [image: ]




  The next autumn on his birthday, Mingzhi is deemed to have turned two years old, having spent his first year inside his mother and the second in the outside world.




  Early morning, and Mingzhi is seated on a table top in the centre hall of the east court, surrounded by a set of brushes for calligraphic writing, a pair of scissors, a couple of copper coins,

  books, a bowl with five grains, a ledger, a shovel, a set of mandarin costumes, and many other items, each representing a particular occupation.




  Master Chai’s eyes follow Mingzhi’s hands as they move and touch the various objects. He grins when his little grandson lays his hands on the set of brushes but drops his smile when

  Mingzhi reaches for the handle of the shovel. No! Mingzhi moves away. The worried grandfather is relieved. The colourful mandarin costume catches Mingzhi’s eyes. He grabs it.

  Yes! Master Chai holds his breath, but throws out a sigh when the infant drops the costume and snatches the ledger instead, observes it, opens it wide, tears it, giggles – and looks at

  nothing else.




  Master Chai frowns, dismisses the ceremony as flawed. Mingzhi will be neither a businessman nor an accountant. He is predestined to be a scholar, a successful one.




  A Mandarin.
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  Mingzhi totters in the courtyard, in small, careful steps, away from Mama Wang at one end and towards Da Niang at the other. He looks up, but is unable to see beyond the wall,

  and the hills and mountains that lie ahead.




  Far away up north, where Mingzhi’s young eyes can’t reach, the white ghosts and the dwarf ghosts come rushing in: British, French, American, German, Russian, Italian, Austrian and

  Japanese, with watery mouths and glowing eyes. All hunger for a piece of the cake called China, sweet and soft and creamy, dying to gobble up their shares in a single bite.




  And Mingzhi grows, in a small village ignorant of the threats that will change his life.




  
 





  TWO




  Summer 1879




  A glorious afternoon and Mingzhi wakes early from his nap, determined to make the most of his day. He grabs his kite, tugs at Mama Wang’s

  sleeve and drags her with him.




  Outside, the sun is blazing. Mama Wang stops the five-year-old from running to the courtyard. ‘Stay here, you little precious pearl. It’s too risky to play under the sun.’




  Mingzhi pulls a face but does not argue. Mama Wang sits fanning herself on the wooden bench on the veranda, watching Mingzhi throw the kite skyward. The air is still. The kite twists above his

  head and falls.




  He picks it up and tries again. Another quick fall, right on his head. He examines the joints of the kite and finds them all intact. He tries yet again, climbing on a stool this time, till the

  wind comes and the kite takes off. Mingzhi cheers as he pulls the string.




  Mama Wang fans herself slower and slower, her eyes becoming smaller. Finally the fan drops as she dozes.




  The kite crashes to the ground once more. Frustrated, Mingzhi hurls the roll of thread away. There is a faint sound from the end of the courtyard. Squinting at Mama Wang, now asleep, Mingzhi

  steps down from the veranda and walks slowly toward the noise. It comes from a bush under a willow in a corner, gets louder as he approaches. He peers under the bush and a coil of reddish brown and

  black cord springs upright, hissing. The reptile flicks its forked tongue, toying with its prey. Petrified, Mingzhi stares into the pair of blazing eyes and cries out.




  The mansion wakes. Mama Wang stands as rigid as a log, unable to take in the picture before her.




  A figure runs past Mingzhi. A series of loud thumps follows. What happened? Mingzhi rubs away his tears and finds Uncle Liwei standing tall before him, holding a spade. The coral

  snake’s body is just recognizable in the mess on the ground. Mingzhi clings tightly to his uncle’s leg, feels its strength and knows he is safe.




  ‘I’ll protect you, wherever you are.’




  He feels a hand on his head and hears Uncle Liwei’s murmur, gradually drowned out by the voices of the fast gathering crowd.




  At night Mingzhi’s temperature rises: his body is burning hot, his eyeballs roll up. He tosses in bed, muttering senselessly, sobbing. Da Niang sits by the bedside,

  watching Mama Wang repeatedly wet a towel with cold water and press it to his forehead. It warms up in minutes. The snake ghost has possessed my Doggie. It is taking him away! Mama Wang

  keeps rubbing Mingzhi’s face, limbs and body with the towel. She turns pale; her hands shaking.




  ‘It’s the snake ghost, madam. It is seeking revenge!’




  ‘Stop that nonsense!’ Da Niang’s voice quavers. Her son’s face is bursting red, an overripe persimmon waiting to explode. She helplessly sends her maid for Master Chai.

  The furious grandpa at once summons a doctor from Pindong Town.




  Two doors away, Er Niang cranes her neck at the window for her servant, hoping for her to come back with the worst news possible. Mingyuan, now four years old, takes the opportunity of climbing

  onto the stool and reaching for the jar of sweets on top of the cabinet. Too high. He lifts his foot and stretches his arm, wobbling.




  Thump! He falls and wails. Er Niang rushes forward, smacks him to stop him crying. ‘You should be laughing now, not crying, you stupid child.’




  Master Chai paces the room until midnight, until the doctor declares Mingzhi safe. Until Mingzhi’s father, unaware of the incident, comes home after his satisfying trip to the brothel,

  happily chanting snatches of opera.




  Next morning, Mingzhi wakes to find a stranger by his bedside.




  ‘That’s your new nanny.’ His mother tries to calm him down.




  ‘I want Mama Wang!’




  He cries, shrinking into a corner of his bed, avoiding the new girl’s touch, screaming for his lost nursemaid. But Master Chai does not yield.




  Days, weeks and even months later, he still cries in his dreams at night, misses the warmth of Mama Wang’s breasts, her husky yet tender voice. And when he wakes, he sucks his tasteless

  thumb in the darkness in tears.
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  The ban on entering the courtyard is lifted a month after the incident with the snake. But now Mingzhi prefers to stay in his room. He has found himself a new world.




  With the maid’s help, Mingzhi curtains off the gap between his bed and the wardrobe in the corner with a sheet his mother has embroidered. This magic room slightly bigger than a two-door

  wardrobe is spacious enough for him to move around, for three persons to shelter inside.




  Yes, it is a magic room. Every morning Mingzhi walks to the curtain as if approaching the entrance of the hidden paradise of Taohua Yuan, the legendary Peach Blossom Spring in the folklore of

  the Ming Dynasty: the only place on earth where peace, harmony and love are to be found, where everybody lives happily in perfect health. Concealed in a luxuriant peach-blossom grove by a stream,

  the village isolates itself from all the hustle and bustle of the outside world. Mingzhi has dreamed about it ever since Uncle Liwei told him the story.




  Mingzhi touches the embroidery on the curtain. Peach flowers – ranging from as tiny as a copper coin to the size of a rice bowl, budding or blossoming in various tones of pink silk –

  shine in the morning rays, inviting him to his little Taohua Yuan. Mingzhi lifts up the curtain and slips into his secret kingdom.




  On the stool in the corner sits a sandalwood box. Mingzhi opens it, and there are his treasures: a grasshopper and a dragonfly made of bamboo leaf, a carved wooden rabbit, a pair of copper

  turtles, a set of toy bricks and a white silk kerchief embroidered with his name.




  Smoothing his kerchief on the floor, Mingzhi carefully arranges the family of insects and animals on top, as if they are racing. The rabbit cranes its neck at the backs of the turtles, which are

  well ahead of it. The dragonfly rests on the shell of one of the turtles with its tail raised high, as if cheering for its friend’s triumph. And the grasshopper stands aside, watching, like a

  judge.




  Mingzhi shhs: ‘Be good, don’t move. I’m making you a home.’




  He piles up the bricks.




  ‘Knock, knock, knock. Anybody there?’ Uncle Liwei ducks in. ‘Hey, how can the turtles win?’ He shakes his head: ‘They are slow. I told you that.’




  ‘I know . . . But can’t they win just for once?’ Mingzhi looks up at him, hoping.




  Uncle Liwei sighs and pats Mingzhi’s head as he squats down level with the boy: ‘You’re just like your mother.’




  ‘Is someone talking about me?’




  Da Niang appears.




  Mingzhi cheers and rushes to hold her hand, leading her to the stool.




  Leaning against his mother, the boy urges Uncle Liwei to repeat his favourite story. His uncle protests, but yields later as always when Mingzhi insists. He clears his throat and the tale

  begins:




  

    

      Once upon a time, a fisherman poling his boat along a stream suddenly saw ahead of him a mass of glowing peach blossoms: bright pink, cluster upon cluster. He gazed

      fascinated as the stream carried his little boat through the peach-blossom grove to a village he had never seen or heard of. The friendly villagers welcomed him with great hospitality, without

      asking where he came from, what he wanted . . .


    


  




  Mingzhi feels Da Niang’s hands around his shoulders, and he glances up. His mother’s dreamy eyes look far away, as if she is wandering in the fairyland of Peach Blossom Spring. Uncle

  Liwei’s voice envelops the three of them, fills the boy’s little world behind the curtain.




  

    

      . . . As he stayed on, the fisherman found the place a heaven: no quarrels, no disputes, only laughter and smiles on the healthy, gleaming faces of men and women, young

      and old. He lived there happily, enjoying talks over wine and chess after a day’s farming with the villagers . . .


    


  




  Mingzhi presses his body against his mother, feels the warmth she exudes, the calm Uncle Liwei’s voice conveys.
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  The bed is warm and Mingzhi falls fast asleep. Outside the window, the night sky darkens. Mingzhi hears insects humming, close to his ears. He opens his eyes. His family of

  insects and animals, all as big as he is, marches in. The dragonfly leads; the turtles and rabbit follow while the grasshopper guards the rear. They stop by his bedside and gesture to him.




  Mingzhi jumps off his bed and joins the parade behind the grasshopper. They march around the room, again and again. Then suddenly they are all riding on a flying dragon, round and round, higher

  and higher. Cheers and laughter fill the room. But moments later the old rivals, the rabbit and the turtles, begin pushing each other, shouting abuse, louder and louder. The dragon starts twisting

  violently, flips over and comes crashing down.




  Mingzhi wakes to the sounds of clattering and banging, unsure if he is still in the dream. He turns to face the wall separating his room from his mother’s. Through the chinks between the

  wooden planks, flickers of candlelight slip in, casting faint stripes on his bed, the wall and ceiling. Mother. He grasps the edges of his blanket tight. Waits. A door squeaks open. He hears

  his father’s drunken muttering, along with Da Niang’s pleadings, faint and helpless. Then there is heavy breathing, and moaning, like that of an animal.




  The door squeaks again, closes with a bang. Mingzhi hears his mother sobbing, muffled yet audible in the silence of the night. He stares hard at the source of the unsettled stripes of light,

  imagines his mother burying her head under the pillow. But the young boy’s heavy eyes soon droop, and he falls asleep again.
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  Likang always comes home early at the end of the month, when he has spent his allowance. A substantial dinner is prepared for the master of the west court. Boiled country

  chicken and braised duck are essential, and his favourite wine, wu jiapi, of course.




  The dinner table is carefully arranged, too: first wife Da Niang to the right and second wife Er Niang to the left of the master’s seat. The boys sit next to their mother, and the girls

  between their brothers.




  Er Niang leans close to Likang, pours him a cup of wu jiapi, smiling brightly as he drains it.




  ‘One more.’ She refills his cup and squints over at the other side, only to find that Da Niang holds herself aloof, contemplating the bowl of rice in front of her.




  The children watch their father tear a drumstick from the chicken. Grease oozes out between his fingers as he brings it to his mouth. Then, aware of the eyes on him, he pauses, puts the piece of

  chicken in Mingzhi’s bowl and tears another for Mingyuan.




  ‘Don’t stare. Eat!’ he orders, takes a stern look around, especially sharp at the girls.




  So they quietly munch their food amid the sounds of their father’s noisy gulping of meat and wine.




  And the dinner ends with Er Niang supporting the drunken Likang to her room.
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  A peal of laughter breaks the quiet autumn morning. Mingzhi wakes. He kneels on his bed and peers through the window.




  In the now bush-free courtyard, his half-brother Ming-yuan is riding on the back of Er Niang’s teenage servant girl, who is down on all fours.




  ‘Faster, faster! You’re too slow!’ Mingyuan shouts, brandishing his bamboo cane.




  The girl struggles over the leafy gravel, crushing the leaves, pressing the grit. Blood smears her palms and stains the dress under her knees. Tears fill her eyes.




  ‘Be careful, son,’ Er Niang calls from the veranda where she sits. ‘Looks like I should get you a better horse.’




  Mingyuan taps the girl’s head with the cane: ‘Did you hear that? I said faster.’




  She inches forward.




  Mingyuan croons:




  ‘Little pony gallops,




  Little pony gallops;




  Takes me to the east,




  Takes me to the south,




  Takes me to the west,




  Takes me to the north;




  Takes me to the horizon.’




  Mingzhi quietly sings along. Mingyuan looks around and sees him. He beckons to his Big Brother: ‘Hey, here, join me for a ride!’




  Mingzhi shakes his head.




  ‘Come on, let’s play hide and seek,’ Mingyuan urges, but Er Niang chips in: ‘Stop it, Mingyuan. Who do you think you are to play with him?’




  A cricket leaps in front of the servant girl. She screams and winces. Mingyuan jumps off.




  ‘It’s only a cricket, silly!’ He grinds the insect under his foot, then giggles.




  Mingzhi’s chest tightens. He cowers under the window, imagining the yellow and brown mess on Mingyuan’s sole.




  Er Niang’s sharp voice penetrates his thoughts: ‘Hey, what a brave boy you are, Mingyuan.’




  Pale autumn sunlight slants in through the open window, falls on Mingzhi’s head and shoulders. There is no heat in it, yet Mingzhi squints as he looks up.




  He feels dizzy.
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      . . . Days, weeks, months passed. Homesickness began to drown him. He bade farewell to his friends. Before the fisherman’s departure, the head of Peach Blossom

      Spring reminded him to keep the place a secret . . .


    


  




  Mingzhi does not understand the fisherman’s decision to return home – a decision he later regretted, according to Uncle Liwei. Even my little things enjoy living in their Taohua

  Yuan. He builds a home with his wooden bricks: four pillars, four walls, a roof and a door, and houses his toy-pets in it: the stern-faced grasshopper, the sympathetic dragonfly, the arrogant

  rabbit and its rivals the turtles. All live in harmony under the same roof.
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  Liwei concludes the year-end account: it’s declining, though not a deficit.




  Master Chai sits erect in his dragon chair, contemplates the open pages. His maid stands to one side, observing her master’s taut face. He takes a sip of tea but spits it out at once,

  smashes the teacup on the floor and howls: ‘Warm tea only, I said, stupid!’




  The girl turns pale. Another night without dinner. She holds back her tears, quietly replaces the tea and clears the mess.




  Spring comes and the women are busy plucking mulberry leaves from the trees that spiral up the eastern hillside. Setting out at dawn, the peasant women

  carry wicker baskets on their backs, exchanging gossip and household tips along the way. By early afternoon they struggle down the hill, hunched under full loads of fresh mulberry leaves. There is

  more chattering along the way as they head for the silkworm farm, passing the Chai Mansion.




  Tossing in his bed during his afternoon-nap-hour, Mingzhi hears the commotion from beyond the wall that encloses the courtyard. A husky voice stands out among the others. Mama Wang.

  Mingzhi sits up, his heart pounding. The room is quiet; the maids have long since retreated to their naps. Mingzhi puts on his shoes, sneaks out of the room, walks across the courtyard and peeps

  through the gapped door.




  In the street the women pass by in groups. Well wrapped up against the greedy mosquitoes and the burning sun, they all look alike: scarves on their heads, long-sleeved plain cotton shirts dotted

  with little flowery designs and dark-coloured trousers. But Mingzhi spots her as they pass. Mama Wang, plump as ever but even stronger-looking, is among the youngest and toughest women in the

  lead.




  He calls out: ‘Mama Wang!’




  The clattering of the crowd drowns out his faint voice. Mama Wang’s blue scarf moves further away, disappearing in the shuffle of blues, greens, greys and blacks.




  He pushes the door open and darts out. The women are walking fast. Mingzhi lags behind with his shorter steps, passing an orchard, crossing a bridge. He speeds up, yet still the gap widens.

  Panting, he watches them turn right just after a farmhouse and disappear from view.




  ‘No, wait!’




  Almost crying, Mingzhi runs along the track. His feet are sore in his thin-soled cotton shoes, his heart burning. I want Mama Wang! He keeps running, past the farmhouse, turns the

  corner.




  All is quiet.




  The women and their chatter have left no trace in the afternoon air. Mingzhi glances around, panicked. Then he notices smoke puffing from the chimney of a farmhouse, twenty yards away. He spots

  the entrance and hurries towards it.




  In the courtyard some women are unloading mulberry leaves, and their busyness blinds them to the little boy. Mingzhi moves between mounds of leaves, searching. But Mama Wang isn’t

  there.




  There is a row of four rooms behind the women. Mingzhi sneaks to the first door. Inside, there are more leaves; a storeroom apparently. He shifts to the next, peers through the wide-open window.

  Worms. Hundreds of thousands of them, round and white, wriggle in trays layered with mulberry leaves, laid out on the long wooden tables that fill the room.




  Mingzhi feels as if they are burrowing through his stomach, in and out. Hundreds of thousands of them. He looks away, holds his breath and moves to the third room.




  It is crowded with the same trays and tables, but the trays are filled with white silky balls. Tray by tray they are carried by some of the women into the adjoining room. Outside Mingzhi

  follows. And there he sees Mama Wang. Removing a tray from a table, she pours the cocoons into a big steaming cauldron. Mingzhi climbs onto the windowsill and looks down from the open window.




  In the cauldron, the snowy balls surge about in the hot waves. Mingzhi imagines the hundreds of thousands of worms screaming in pain and then curling up dead in their silky homes.




  Mama Wang sieves the floating silky balls from the surface, then goes for another tray.




  And more are poured in.




  More killings.




  Mingzhi grasps the window frame. It squeaks noisily. Mama Wang glances up.




  ‘My little precious pearl! What are you doing here?’




  She hurries forward, reaching for Mingzhi’s legs. Mingzhi steps back and down. He stares at Mama Wang through the window as though she is a stranger.




  ‘Come over. Let me see if you’ve grown.’




  Mama Wang holds out her hand. But Mingzhi shakes his head, turns and runs.




  That night in Mingzhi’s dreams, hundreds of thousands of worms wriggle over Mama Wang’s broad, placid face. Soon they fade away altogether in a gush of steam.




  
 





  THREE




  Paddy buds are sprouting and there is not much work for Liwei before his next rent-collection trip. He spends more time with Mingzhi, teaching him

  to recite from Sanzi Jing, the Three-Character Classic.




  The small booklet of Sanzi Jing Uncle Liwei brings with him is mildewed and smells. The uncle and the six-year-old nephew squat in the middle of the courtyard, and spread the booklet wide

  page by page under the sun. Uncle Liwei reads aloud: ‘Men are kind-natured when they are born. Their natures are similar; their habits become different . . .’ Mingzhi follows,

  memorizing every single word his uncle utters without understanding their meaning, rattling them off, clear and apparently articulate.




  In front of them are two shadows, inseparable, one big the other small; their rhythmic voices loud and vigorous, muffling the tiny voice that has been echoing them all morning.




  It’s Mingyuan.




  Behind the window of Er Niang’s room, he stands leaning against the windowpane, cocks his ears, quietly reciting along.
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  Soon the Lunar New Year approaches. Like other children, Mingzhi now has only red good-luck envelopes, clattering firecrackers and mouth-watering rice cake in his dreams. He is

  eager to swirl in the whirling red paper flakes, the remains of spent firecrackers, eager to dig out the contents of red envelopes, to compare the amount of money collected with Mingyuan. And to

  enjoy a sweet mouthful of sticky tasty rice cake. For a full fifteen days! Mingzhi checks the calendar every morning as soon as he wakes, crossing off yesterdays.




  ‘New Year is for the children,’ the peasants say, and some add: ‘Chai’s children.’




  There are new clothes, new shoes to prepare and red envelopes to fill for the young ones; also the silver paper and joss sticks – at the very least, if they leave out the rice cake –

  for the praying ritual. The peasants’ smiles turn bitter. To some, celebrating the festival according to tradition means piling up their debts ever higher, slaving more for Master Chai.




  Yet the festival comes and goes. Before the lucky ones have tasted enough rice cake or counted the harvest from their red envelopes, Old Scholar Yan’s private school reopens on the

  sixteenth day of the new year.




  The weather is good, so Old Scholar Yan instructs his disciple to set up the class under the old willow tree. With his hands locked tight behind him he strolls between rows of six- to

  twelve-year-old boys, reciting from Sanzi Jing:




  ‘Men are kind-natured when they are born . . .’ He pauses.




  ‘. . . Their natures are similar; their habits become different . . .’ Behind him a tiny voice continues, trembling but clear: ‘. . . If they are neglected, not properly

  taught, their nature will deteriorate . . .’




  Old Scholar Yan turns back. Mingzhi meets his eyes and smiles shyly. His teacher nods, encouraging. The boy continues reciting the entire book. The old teacher looks on, smooths his beard and

  nods. He recognizes him: the eyes, the face. The look.
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  News of Mingzhi’s performance on his first day at school reaches his grandfather. Master Chai takes a sip of tea. The refreshing taste of o-long lingers on his

  tongue, warms his throat and his chest. He can’t contain his smile. Recent visits of Mandarin Liu from Pindong Town have made the old man thoughtful. A greedy fish he is, a hungry shark,

  asking more and more, threatening with even higher taxation if his appetite is not satisfied. Master Chai recognizes merely a few characters in the paper the mandarin raises before his face. A

  humiliation that is hard for him to swallow. But not for much longer! In his mind’s eye Master Chai sees Mingzhi in his mandarin costume. He sees his grandson sitting at Mandarin

  Liu’s desk before a roomful of officials while the proud grandfather watches from behind a curtain.




  Master Chai takes another sip, not realizing the tea has cooled off. When he finally notices, he quietly beckons his maid to replace it. The young girl is fortunate to escape punishment.




  At dinner, Da Niang prepares her son’s favourite salted-radish omelette. She is glad her husband is absent, so there is no family dinner for the west court. Only Mingzhi and me.




  Da Niang sits close to her son, picks up a piece of omelette with her chopsticks and puts it in his bowl. She watches him stuffing it into his mouth, grinning at her while he munches. Cheeks

  bulging with food, his eyes narrow to tiny slits as he smiles, like the forever-cheerful Laughing Buddha. Da Niang giggles. She is laughing! Mingzhi keeps smiling and his eyes become even

  smaller. He picks up a piece of omelette for his mother in turn. Da Niang chews slowly, relishing the sweetness of the radish, the crunchiness of its fine fibre, and the buttery smell of egg. And

  watching her son watching her.
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  On rainy days Old Scholar Yan holds classes in his house. His students resent this, missing the warmth of the sunlight, the faint smell of plum blossoms in the air, the red

  dragonfly and splendid butterflies that colour the sky, and the humming of the cicada, an echo to their monotonous reading of Sishu Wujing, the Four Books and Five Classics – basic

  readings of Confucianism, and essentials for the civil-service examination.




  Knowing this, Old Scholar Yan begins the class by telling a story of the Twenty-Four Dutiful Children. The students sit still, all eyes on their teacher, listening.




  Except for Mingzhi.




  He knows the stories well, having heard them more than once from Uncle Liwei. They are all similar: kind parents treating their child with much love and care, and the child paying them back by

  whatever means he can. And they live happily together forever after.




  He looks out of the window. A curtain of rainwater falls from the eaves into the ditch. Behind it a family of mandarin ducks bathe in the pond in a corner of the courtyard, flapping their wings,

  quacking, the big ones pecking the little birds, helping to clean them.




  Old Scholar Yan notices Mingzhi but says nothing. The boy looks far away. A place beyond my knowledge. Strolling between two rows of students, the old man trips on a desk leg, stumbles

  and nearly falls over.
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  At home after school Mingzhi becomes his sisters’ teacher. He smooths rice paper on his study desk and demonstrates his calligraphy skills.




  The girls lean forward.




  ‘Let’s begin with the basics,’ he lowers his voice, touches his beardless chin, mimicking Old Scholar Yan.




  His sisters giggle. Meifong, the youngest, pats her brother’s head. Mingzhi laughs, dodging. He writes, starting with a left slanting stroke, then one from the right, joined to the first

  line at the middle. Black ink seeps through the rice paper. The lines stand up: two legs supporting the body. Ren, ‘people’. The girls study it, and try to associate the

  character with the word in their daily conversation.




  Then they rush after Mingzhi’s brush. He hides it behind him.




  ‘Not yet.’ Mingzhi adds a horizontal line across the first stroke. That gives da, ‘big’: a man with both his arms stretching out wide.




  ‘One more.’ He swiftly presses a dot in between the strokes, turning it into tai, ‘greatest’.




  The girls observe the changes. Like magic.




  Ren – Da – Tai.




  They read aloud after their brother.




  Taking their turns, the sisters hold the brush for the first time. Though her hands tremble, Meilian, the eldest, manages to copy the strokes. Her lines are thin and shaky.




  ‘Like chicken claws,’ teases Meifong, her younger sister.




  But she is not much better; the legs of her ‘human’ jumble to the left. And she is fond of dots, making hundreds of them on the paper.




  ‘Stop it, what a waste.’ Meilian reaches for the brush. Meifong dodges her, brandishing the brush, splashing the black ink about the room, onto her sister and her brother.




  That’s too much! Meilian and Mingzhi cup a handful of ink each, chase after Meifong.




  The first lesson ends with three black faces laughing at each other, before the asthmatic Meifong flops into a chair, coughing. Mingzhi watches as Meilian massages Meifong’s chest until

  her breathing eases. Mingzhi stares at the two smeared faces in front of him, almost unrecognizable, like strangers. A sudden fear rushes over him. My sisters! I want my sisters! I want to see

  their smiles! Panicked, he hurries for a moist cloth and rubs his sisters’ cheeks with it despite their screams of protest, until the ink is wiped away and they appear clean again. And he

  feels safe.
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  Master Chai has important visitors and Mingzhi is summoned to the east court, to recite poems of the Tang and Song Dynasties.




  The centre hall seems too spacious and the guests, a dozen of them, are staring. Mingzhi is shy at first, aware of their gazes on him: Master Chai’s critical under his tightly knitted

  brows and the guests’ expectant. Mingzhi’s body itches, his eyes fix on his feet and his voice quivers. Yet his pronunciation is clear and his words and rhythm accurate. The audience

  applaud, requesting more: Li Bai, Du Fu, Li Shangyin, Li Yi, Li Qingzhao, a long list of the greatest poets of the most glorious periods in the history of Chinese literature.




  Mingzhi flushes, his eyes shine. He raises his voice, blurting out the poems, one after another.




  Master Chai’s brows loosen. He sits back, keeps knuckling the rhythms against his armrest. That’s my grandson. He nods.
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  Mingzhi’s eldest sister, Meilian, waits for her brother to come home in the afternoons and asks him about his lessons for the day. The two hide behind the curtain in

  Mingzhi’s secret world; Meilian listens to Mingzhi reading poems, telling tales as told by Old Scholar Yan, explaining the teachings of Confucianism as he has been taught.




  Though starting late – at the age of fourteen – Meilian is certainly a fast learner. Before dinner she repeats the poems alongside her brother, and is able to explain the metaphors

  that are too difficult for a six-year-old: the solitude, the feelings of loss or resentment subtly wrapped under beautiful landscapes: the vast snowy land, the magnificent gorges, the borderless

  steppe, the roaring Yellow River or the quiet Yangzi Jiang. Mingzhi likes listening to his sister, her voice soft and comforting. He rests his head on her lap, his cheek against the smoothness of

  her silk dress.




  At night, lying in his bed, Mingzhi stares hard at the light beams filtering through the seams of the planked wall, listening to his eldest sister’s whispers from next door, vague,

  indistinct. Imagines her at her younger sister’s bedside, telling her the story she has learned; imagines Meifong falling asleep before it ends.




  Sometimes after the lights are put out, he hears his eldest sister reciting poems by Li Qingzhao, the greatest female poet of the Song Dynasty, and Meilian’s favourite. Mingzhi remembers

  that Meilian once told him about the miserable life Li had led. It began happily, with an open-minded father who allowed her to learn reading and writing, and later a loving and caring husband. But

  everything changed when the Northern Song collapsed. First drifting with her husband during the war, later mourning for his early death, then a disastrous second marriage. What is marriage? What is

  war? Why did she have to marry again? He doesn’t understand. And her sister always keeps quiet whenever he asks her questions. He thinks she doesn’t understand, too.




  But most of the time, Mingzhi falls asleep before Meilian stops. There is always a herd of sheep walking through his dream, dotted on the vast green steppe of Mongolia, exactly the way Meilian

  described it when they read the poems.
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