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Praise for Lisa Huang Fleischman’s
DREAM OF THE WALLED CITY

“The historical backdrop recalls Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, but Fleischman also possesses a delicate restraint, attending to the rhythms of everyday Chinese life even as the ancient traditions are snuffed out, one by one.”

—The New Yorker

“Compelling, full of action and emotion...”

—Library Journal

“It is difficult to believe DREAM OF THE WALLED CITY is Fleischman’s first novel; so vivid are the characters, so inspiring is the tale. She takes the reader on an unforgettable journey of survival and at the same time offers an important history lesson—both in an engrossing page-turner that is nearly impossible to abandon even for a moment.”

—The Oakland Press

“A work of evocative beauty… . Fleischman portrays characters, relationships, and actions with an illuminating sensitivity. She understands not just human nature, but also the human heart. Consequently, one learns more about history from such a work than from a book of facts and figures.”

—Winston-Salem Journal (NC)

“Earnest and emotionally astute… . A sweeping historical novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“DREAM OF THE WALLED CITY is a lovingly crafted work of historical fiction inspired by the life of the author’s grandmother. Fleischman has successfully depicted a fascinating Chinese woman who is trapped but not defeated by the parameters of her life in a tumultuous society.”

—Andrew X. Pham, author of Catfish and Mandala

“What is most remarkable about Lisa Huang Fleischman’s DREAM OF THE WALLED CITY is that even in the midst of a saga of such breathtaking scope, she has succeeded in keeping this an intimate tale. We care about Jade Virtue, and care about her life and love and ambitions and sorrows.”

—Bret Lott, author of Jewel

“Exhilarating and powerful… . Lisa Huang Fleischman has given us the story of smart, bold women at a pivotal point in China’s history. Finally, we get to see through a woman’s eyes the heart of a revolution.”

—Phoebe Eng, author of Warrior Lessons: An Asian American Woman’s Journey into Power

“This novel gives a very real sense of China’s complicated and tumultuous history during the first half of the twentieth century.”

—Booklist

“Imagine that you could experience one of the twentieth century’s most compelling human dramas—the revolution of China from decaying empire to the centralized control of Mao Tse-Tung’s Communist party from your own home. Lisa Huang Fleischman offers this story in a nicely written, subtly detailed account… . This first-time writer has produced a well-told tale... she has a fine eye… . A painstaking and compelling storyteller, with flashes of insight.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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Pronunciation Guide


With only one or two exceptions, the Chinese names herein are rendered in pinyin, the modern romanization method. Pinyin uses particular letters of the Roman alphabet to approximate Chinese sounds, specifically, sounds in Mandarin, rather than Cantonese, which often formed the basis for the old-style Western names. For example, Mao Tse-Tung is now spelled Mao Zedong. The following names in pinyin are followed by a rendering of their pronunciation.





	Pinyin

	Pronunciation




	Xiang

	Shi-ang




	Qing

	Ching




	Cai

	Tsai





Certain words, however, such as Canton (as opposed to Guandong) and Chiang Kai Shek (as opposed to Jiang Jie Shi), are so common and evocative in the old-style spelling that it seems a shame to change them now. 



EARTH




1

This person speaking is Jade Virtue, and Old Liang, the late chief magistrate of the city, was my father. He was important in life, and may still be so, out there among the dead. In the empire of China, in the red-earth province of Hunan, in the ancient walled city of Changsha, his mansion stood as one of the finest of the great houses. The manor flaunted its shiny green-tiled roofs, its carefully tended wisteria vines, like a proud woman in fine clothes. The outer walls were painted a fresh bright red every new year. Sunlight reflected from a hundred glass windows, while the windows in the other houses of the city were made of oiled paper. The great red-painted front gates were studded with brass, polished every day to shine like the gold rings on the fingers of my mother and of my father’s concubines. A hundred servants scurried through the dozen courtyards, cooking live shrimp in boiling rice whiskey, pouring fine wine, steaming the crinkles out of silk garments, planting flowers, all for the pleasure of Old Liang and his women and children.

I was born in the year 4588, or 1890 by Western counting. The first ten years of my childhood were passed entirely within the walls of that house. I knew the great rooms, whose floors were wiped every day with soft cloths by the maids on their hands and knees, and the crowded servants’ courtyards, where they would boil tea and spit into the gutters. Rich and poor, fat and thin, old and young—all lived under our roof, walking to and fro as men do on the face of the earth. But I knew, too, those parts of the house that were like the depths of the sea, or the caves in the mountains. I knew the four blue tiles in the corner of the bathhouse floor whose cracks, traced by my small finger, formed a perfect spider’s web. I played with the dusty old birdcages lined up in a row on a windowsill in the grain storage room. I watched the slow tide of tarnish spread from one corner of the copper mirror that hung forgotten in an unused room, watched as over the years it seeped across the surface of the metal and slowly blinded it. And I knew the alley between the kitchen courtyard and the banquet hall, which was always damp and muddy, even on the hottest day. When it rained, a pool of water would form, resting lightly on the dark red mud, the footprints of the servants protruding from under the edges of the reflected silver sky and early moon and black tree branches, an entire planet drawn upside down into the heel mark of a serving girl.

We had frequent guests, visiting officials and imperial soldiers with messages, all of whom were lavishly entertained by my father with banquets and gifts; but unlike those of us who lived there, they entered our walls and left again when their business was finished, and being temporary, they seemed somehow not quite real. Of our entire household, only my father ever went outside the walls regularly, to preside over the criminal court or to attend council meetings at the governor’s palace. My mother and the concubines rarely ventured out. Guei Xiang, the First Concubine, passed for a scholar among women, and would sometimes read us stories when she became bored. Xiao Zhuang, the Second Concubine, must have been very young herself, for she liked best to play dolls with us, and even cut up her own silk scarves to make doll clothes. I don’t know how they occupied themselves otherwise, since only my mother, the Big Wife, ran the household. She held all the money, and ordered all the food, and when the concubines gave the servants any but the most insignificant kind of orders, the servants would always ask my mother first if they might obey. Guei Xiang and Xiao Zhuang were always very excited on the few occasions when they left the house to go outside, either to accompany my mother on a formal visit or, following a few steps behind my father and mother on feast days, when they went to venerate my father’s ancestors. Sometimes my father would take Guei Xiang to a poetry-writing party, and then she made a great production out of leaving, clutching her inkstone and brushes importantly. As far as I was concerned, they simply mysteriously disappeared and then reappeared. I could not understand why they were so eager to go outside, since going outside the walls was like dropping out of the world.

But the very beginning of this new Western century, the Western year 1900, was marked by many strange portents. The Boxers, the heaven-sent rebels, with their black headbands and clenched fists, killed many in the great cities of the north, and were killed in their turn by the foreign armies that marched into Beijing and Shanghai. Stars fell; distant waters flooded their banks and spread out over the defenseless fields. In Changsha, frogs clambered out of the Xiang River by the thousands, to be eaten by peasants and degree candidates, who are always hungry. Strange flocks of black birds roosted in the trees. And that summer, my father fell mysteriously ill and lay in his bedchamber, sweating through many layers of silken bedding.

In our family at that point in time there were only three children remaining. My elder brother Li Shi, aged thirteen. Myself, personal name Jade Virtue, aged ten years. And my younger sister Graceful Virtue, aged seven. All of us, as far as we knew, the children of our mother. Before and behind and between us had come eleven other children that my father had sired, but the spirits of infants were more fickle in those days, and fled this earth easily, and all of them now lay under the rough red earth along the eastern wall of the city cemetery. For fear that our spirits might be just as unreliable, we children were kept strictly away from our sick father, and after a while his illness ceased to fascinate us and became merely a part of our life in the house. Li Shi continued to take lessons every morning with his tutors, preparing for the day when he would sit for the imperial examinations, and Graceful Virtue and I simply played together, or with the servants’ children. But my mother and the concubines took turns nursing my father, one of them always present in his bedroom. Guei Xiang was there most often, because she answered all his letters for him as she always did, kneeling on the floor by his bed to take dictation, brushing the characters very quickly onto the rice paper spread out in front of her. Indeed, my father often joked that there were several officials in the capital who thought Guei Xiang’s excellent calligraphy was his own. Sometimes if my father awoke and found my mother or Xiao Zhuang there, he would send them to fetch Guei Xiang, because she was the only one who could read to him. Then Xiao Zhuang would weep quietly outside his door, whispering to my mother that the Old Master did not care for her. My mother listened to her, nodding, but the serene expression she always wore on her face did not change.

That year, autumn came early and harshly to Hunan. It grew unusually cold, and then it seemed to me as if my father became worse. There were no more letters sent out, or reading aloud; my mother began sitting up all night at his bedside. Curtains were draped over the lattices of the doors and windows, and we could no longer see inside to where he lay. A long column of doctors, including the governor’s own physician, came to my father’s bedroom. The door would open slightly to admit them and shut behind them again immediately. They always left with serious faces, plucking at their long sagacious gray beards with their pale fingers, the skirts of their dark silk gowns rustling amongst the brown leaves lying on the stones of the courtyard.

Ever since my feet were bound the year before, the pain sometimes woke me in the middle of the night. Usually, I simply lay quietly so as not to disturb Graceful Virtue, who had a tendency to get sick when she hadn’t slept. I would gnaw my fingers, or rub my temples, or count my breaths until light showed at the window. But one night, as the knife edge of winter began to show, with windless chill and frost on the roof tiles, I could not keep still, and finally got up and wincingly pulled my shoes on over my foot bindings. Cold air sometimes relieved the excruciating throb in my ankles, so I wrapped myself in my quilted coat and opened the door of the room and looked out into the central courtyard.

Across the open space, under the unmoving bare branches of the ginkgo trees, I could see the dull glow of the lamps from my father’s bedroom. I could see my mother’s shadow inside, moving against the white curtains. I thought about the shadow puppets in a play that a traveling puppeteer had put on for the entire household last summer, waving his little paper figures behind a white screen lit from behind by lanterns, while my father and his women laughed and clapped along with the servants. But there was something about my mother’s shadow just then that disturbed me—there was an awkward, frantic quality that was alien to her usually graceful, restrained manner. If I hadn’t clearly recognized my mother’s profile, I would have thought that some strange woman was in my father’s room. Then I saw her shadow drop a bowl, and I heard it crack into pieces on the stone floor, and watched as she put her hands to her head in despair, and heard her low groan float across to me on the night air. The sound of the crash drew me across the icy courtyard toward the light behind the curtains. I found the door ajar and slipped inside, shutting it behind me.

All the lamps were burning, and I blinked a moment in the sudden glare. My father’s bed was at the far end of the room, and the curtains were mostly drawn—I could see only his bare forearm lying on the mattress. My mother had her back to me, crouching on the floor and picking up the pieces of the bowl. There was no one else in the room. Without thinking, I walked up to my father’s bed and took his hand as I normally did, for my father was affectionate with us. But his arm flopped back unresistingly, his fingers did not close on mine, and his skin was oddly cool. I drew back in surprise, and when I turned I saw my mother staring at me, her mouth open. Her upper lip was covered with perspiration, even in the chilly air of the room. It was the fearful look on her face—her eyes staring in panic in a way I had never seen before—that frightened me, and I opened my mouth to cry out, but before I could make a sound she had rushed forward and put her hand over the lower half of my face.

“Hush,” she whispered, and held my head very tightly in her hands for a moment. Then she leaned back and looked at me. The panicked look had gone from her face, and she had instantly put her usual calm expression back on. But I saw that the rabbit fur of her collar was quivering in the still air and her hands were burning hot, and then for the first time in my life I saw my mother’s serene face as a mask, now not quite firmly fixed at the edges, and I was even more frightened by the sharp new thought that I did not know her at all, and perhaps had been tricked all along.

“Be a good girl, and don’t make a sound, or you’ll disturb Baba.” She took her hand away from my mouth.

“Baba isn’t here,” I said immediately, for reasons that remain unclear to me to this day.

My mother straightened and looked down on me, her eyes moving about in the stillness of her face as her gaze flickered over me. She seemed to reach a decision, for then her eyes came to rest in mine. “No, that’s right. Baba has gone now, gone forever. But we can’t tell anyone yet.”

“Why?” I asked, too astonished to think about what it meant for my father to be gone forever.

My mother crouched down again and took my shoulders in her hands. “Listen, Jade Virtue. You are old enough now to understand things. Your father has gone to his ancestors. But for certain reasons, we cannot let anyone know he has departed. We must keep this between ourselves for a few days. Do not tell your brother and sister. Do not tell Second Aunt and Third Aunt—especially do not tell them. Do not tell any of the servants. You must promise Mama and help her in this matter.”

No one had ever asked me to keep anything secret before, and I was so troubled my chest felt tight, as if my mother had introduced something sinister into the life of the house.

“Do you promise?” she demanded, in the same hoarse whisper.

“Yes,” I said tremblingly, afraid of the new shadows in the world.

She said nothing further, but stood up and went over to the bed and, half clambering onto it, turned my father’s body over onto its side under the quilts, so that his back was toward the door. Then she moved the charcoal brazier to the far end of the room from the bed and opened two glass windows, letting in the freezing night air.

“It’s cold, Mama,” I said, going to her. “This month has never been so cold before.” She rubbed my hands between hers. Her hands were damp with perspiration, the moisture turning cool on my fingers when she let them go.

“The gods are helping us,” she murmured. “It’s late. Go back to bed.”

In the courtyard, the night was more frigid than ever, and the frost crunched beneath my steps. I paused for a moment to let the anesthetizing cold of the tiles seep through the cloth of my shoes into my feet, which burned and ached so much that I felt the pain all the way to my teeth. Waiting for my nerve endings to deaden, I looked up at the gallery that ran the length of the second story right above me, and realized that someone had to be standing there in the darkness, because I could see a puff of breath curling out into the cold air. I peered more closely, and an elderly man, wearing a long white beard and a somber silk robe like the other doctors who attended my father, emerged from the darkness of the gallery and looked down at me. I bit my lip. I had just been sworn to secrecy by my mother, yet now I was lingering foolishly in the courtyard and one of my father’s doctors had seen me, and might call down to ask questions about my father’s condition. The old doctor put his hands on the railing of the gallery, and I saw for a moment in the glint of moon and stars and the faint lamplight behind me that he was wearing a thick gold ring with a large green stone carved to look like a bird. I glanced quickly over my shoulder, but I could not see my mother’s silhouette in the window. When I looked back up at the gallery, the old gentleman was gone. I ran back to bed quickly to avoid meeting him, and lay there all night, unable to sleep for the chill that had settled into my bones.

“He hasn’t asked for either of you,” my mother told the two concubines at the door of my father’s room the next day. “In fact, the noisiness of the household and your quarrelsomeness disturbs him and makes him sicker. So everyone should stay away just now.” She shut the door firmly, and the two younger women looked at each other, Guei Xiang with anger in her face. But my mother was the Big Wife, and they had no choice but to obey. During the day, servants brought food on trays to the door and my mother took them inside. That night, I left my bed again and went to my father’s room, where I found her eating a little from each of the dishes. I sat with her awhile, but she was afraid I would become sick, with the windows open as they were, and she sent me back to bed.

On the second day, my mother leaned out the door and told the cooks that my father wished to eat salt fish and thousand-year-old eggs. They protested—such stinking fare was too strong for the stomach of an invalid. But she shook her head, and said, “I don’t dare disobey the Old Master, especially when he is ill and cannot have his wishes crossed in anything.” The dishes came, and the fish and pickled eggs could be smelled through the windows into the courtyard.

Very early the next morning, the morning of the third day, there was a tremendous bustle at the front gates of the house, and the sounds of many excited voices in the front courtyards. A manservant ran into the central courtyard, where I was trying to amuse a small puppy, and crouched by the door to my father’s room, whispering, “Madame! Madame!” My mother emerged, her face utterly expressionless, but I was afraid of her fingers, which were twisting in each other like eels, brought up in baskets from the bottom of the sea.

“The Emperor’s messengers,” the manservant gasped, his whole body quaking with excitement.

“Bring them,” my mother said. The man ran off. My mother looked at me and beckoned with a secretive gesture, her fingers uncoiling and coiling back again. I left the puppy and ran to her, and she drew me inside.

“Jade Virtue, I need your help now. Imperial messengers have come with a gift from the Emperor for your father. I have been expecting them every day. But they must leave here thinking that your father was alive when they delivered the gift, or they will take it back. Do you understand?”

I didn’t, but I nodded anyway.

“We must have this gift, because we will need it in the years to come. So you must get underneath your father’s bed and when I bring the messenger to the doorway, you must groan as if you are in pain, in as deep a voice as you can. Can you do this?”

I climbed under the bed, and my mother pulled the quilt down over the edge to hide me. But I could just see past the corner of the bedding, to the door beyond. I cleared my throat.

I heard the clang of spurs outside as the messengers arrived in the central courtyard. I heard a rising din of voices; word had spread so quickly that the entire household had gathered to look at them. I saw my mother prostrating herself just outside the door, touching her forehead to the floor. Then a strange creature like a giant hard-shelled beetle emerged from the glare in the doorway and stepped into the room, its antennae waving. I started in my hiding place, before I saw that it was a man in armor, his joints encased in leather, bamboo and steel mail, small pennants whipping above his head at the end of long, thin sticks fastened to his back.

The messenger carried a small box wrapped in silk, which he presented on one knee, holding the box in front of him. My mother stood to one side, looking at the direction of the bed.

“Chief Magistrate,” the man said. “His Imperial Majesty has deigned to grant you an inscription, written with the Vermilion Brush itself, together with a trifling gift, in token of your most recent services to the realm.”

I sat in terrified silence under the bed.

“Don’t approach; the doctor says he is contagious,” my mother said softly, moving toward the bed. “As you can see, he is very ill.” At that moment, I managed to groan, faintly but audibly. The messenger looked up at my mother, who simply knelt at the edge of the bed and began whispering into my father’s cold ear. I groaned again.

“I’m sorry he cannot greet you properly,” my mother said, turning back to the messenger, “but he has been ill for so long. He can barely speak, even to me. Only the thought that the Emperor was sending him a personal message kept him alive.”

The messenger came to his feet with a clang of armor, his hand on the hilt of his long sword. He gave the box to my mother, who pressed her hands together and bowed before taking it.

“Chief Magistrate Liang expresses his humblest gratitude to His August Majesty,” she murmured. “He remains, as always, the loyal and devoted slave of the Emperor, and the Empress Dowager.”

The messenger nodded with approval, and turned to leave. My mother set the box on the table and with hardly a backward glance at it followed him outside, closing the door behind her. I ran to the window and looked out carefully through a slit in the cloth drapery, watching as the imperial messengers strode away out of the courtyard, the entire household of a hundred persons or more bowing to the ground as they passed. Then I ran to the box and slid open the carved wooden cover. Inside was a strip of calligraphy on rice paper, which I lifted impatiently. Underneath were four gold ingots, each with the imperial seal set into the middle. I had seen gold before, in the form of jewelry, and I recognized it in this incarnation as well, and for the first time it occurred to me that the substance might be valuable.

My father was said to have died that very afternoon. My mother emerged from his room at sundown, her hair pulled out of its golden hairpins and falling about her face, crying out for Guei Xiang and Xiao Zhuang. They came running, and collapsed onto each other’s shoulders when they saw he was dead. Frightened by the hysteria, and perhaps finally realizing that my father was never to return, I wept too and had to be taken away to my room. At the news of his death, the servants set up a great cry that went on all night, wailing and sobbing and tearing their clothes in every corner of every courtyard—it felt as if the entire house were being shaken to its foundations by these gathering storms of interruption. Lying in my bed in the dark listening to them, I wondered that my father should have been so beloved that the lowest stable hand should spill tears for him. But I was a child then, and I did not understand that with every death, many different things are mourned at once. For with every death, we are at the end of time.
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Xiao Zhuang was sitting in a spindly lacquered chair in my mother’s bedroom, weeping into her thin fingers. My mother sat across a small table from her, her hands perfectly still in her lap. Guei Xiang was pacing angrily on the small square of Xinjiang carpet that lay in the middle of the stone floor. I was standing outside with my brother Li Shi, peering through the crevices of the latticed windows, and every time Guei Xiang in her pacing turned toward us, we ducked back behind the shadowy drape of the curtain, which was looped up to one side.

“How can you do this to us, your sisters?” Guei Xiang finally cried, her hands balled into fists. “Have you waited all these years for the Old Master’s death just to throw us out of the house? Have you nursed some grudge I have been unaware of, Eldest Sister? You know, I can’t help it if you can’t read and write.”

At this, Xiao Zhuang looked up in shock and gave a little cry of protest. My mother shook her head, very slightly, as if she wished to conserve energy. “You know that’s not true,” she said, wearily.

“I don’t know it!” shouted Guei Xiang, arching her neck. Her elaborately coifed hair slid out of its hairpins, and one gold pin fell to the stone floor with a sound like a key turning in a lock. “Why won’t you keep us with you?”

My mother glanced away a moment and then looked back. “I can’t,” she said. “I mean... Guei Xiang, I have lost all interest in this world since my husband died. I intend to sell the house and all its contents and live very simply and devote myself to the education of my son. It’s best for you to go elsewhere. Old Liang did not give you your freedom in his will, and he never made you his proper wives. I could have sold you like slaves. But we have lived together like sisters all these years; we have buried children together”—at this my mother and Guei Xiang both glanced guiltily at Xiao Zhuang, who looked stricken and began to sob harder—“and I could not see such a fate befall you.”

Guei Xiang crossed her arms on her chest.

“Now,” my mother continued, “Old Li has told me that he wishes to take Xiao Zhuang into his house as his fifth concubine, to live in his house in Canton.”

“That’s so far away,” moaned Xiao Zhuang.

“That’s no surprise,” Guei Xiang snorted, interrupting. “Old Li has had his eye on her for a long time. Every time he came to dinner he would spend the entire evening leering at her from behind his wine cup.” She resumed pacing, her hands on her hips, her elegant dark brows drawn together in a frown.

“Xiao Zhuang doesn’t have to go,” my mother said firmly. “If she wishes, she can return to her own home, and I will give her one hundred gold pieces. If you wish to go home, Guei Xiang, I’ll give you the same. Or you can marry the farmer Chung. He isn’t educated, but he is very wealthy and he is willing to make you a proper wife. You’ll have all kinds of rights with him that you didn’t have with the Old Master. Your children will inherit his property.”

Guei Xiang stopped again and looked at Xiao Zhuang. “Well, what do you plan to do, Younger Sister?”

Xiao Zhuang looked up plaintively, her wide almond eyes filled with tears. “I will go to Old Li,” she whispered. “I don’t want Eldest Sister to waste one hundred gold pieces on me.”

The other two women looked at her. I can see their faces to this day, my mother’s face melting into gratitude and Guei Xiang’s tightening mouth shaping itself into a combination of tenderness and frustration. The three of them remained in silence for a moment, and then my mother and Guei Xiang looked at each other over Xiao Zhuang’s bowed head with an air of perfect understanding, and an utter lack of affection. Looking back at them now, with these eyes of mine that have seen much more since then, they must have looked like a married couple who no longer loved each other, but who each knew all too well what the other was about. I would never have mistaken them for friends, but they looked as if they were conspirators.

“Well,” said Guei Xiang, breaking the silence and turning back to pace on the carpet as before, “I’ll take the money. I won’t marry Chung the farmer, I won’t be the means by which he climbs in society. I’ll return to my parents’ house in Shandong instead and think about what I wish to do now, with the rest of my life.”

“What do you mean, what you wish to do?” murmured Xiao Zhuang in genuine bewilderment. “What can you do, except marry again?”

“We’ll see,” Guei Xiang said.

I glanced at Li Shi, standing beside me, and was surprised to see how angry and unhappy he looked. When the two concubines left my mother’s room and were crossing the courtyard, he ran after Xiao Zhuang and called to her. Guei Xiang only glanced back as she walked away, but Xiao Zhuang stopped at the sound of his voice. “You won’t have to leave,” I heard him say. “I won’t allow it, now that I am the master.” She turned to him, her long silken sleeves fluttering, and put her arms around him, wiping the tears from his face with her sleeve. He was as tall as she was and already broad and strong; when he put his arms around her waist, it was as if a grown man were embracing her. I turned my head to look back inside my mother’s room. She was sitting in her chair as before, unmoving, her face as still as usual. Then she looked up at the window, moving her eyes only, before I had a chance to hide, and her eyes narrowed, like fists clenched with anger. Shocked, I recoiled, thinking she was angry at me, and panic-stricken, because among the women only Guei Xiang dared display a temper, which she had even to my father, who always seemed to enjoy placating her. But then I realized that my mother did not even see me, that her eyes were fixed on the courtyard behind me, where her son clung to the youngest concubine for comfort, much as his father must have done.

The concubines left on the same day as all the servants, except for Cook and one housemaid, who would be going with us to our new house. It was midwinter and very cold, but the sun was shining, making the icy air glisten. In a few weeks, it would be the lunar New Year, but there were no preparations. Fresh red paint on the gates, casks of wine carried through the kitchen courtyards on the backs of sweating workmen, Xiao Zhuang cutting delicate little gilt paper decorations with her crane-shaped embroidery scissors—all these things that we might expect to see were missing, and all the courtyards were empty. Instead, two sedan chairs sat in the front courtyard, and boxes and bundles were being loaded onto bullock carts outside the front gate. The servants were lined up weeping in the courtyard as my mother gave each of them their wages and an extra gold coin. From where we three children sat on the steps at the far end of the courtyard, we could not hear what any of them said, but many of the women were weeping as they took their money. One young man was angry, and snatched his money out of my mother’s hand, and stormed out through the gate.

Then Guei Xiang and Xiao Zhuang emerged from the central hall, where they had been paying their last respects to my father’s ancestors, burning incense and prostrating themselves before the long totemic wooden plaques that bore the ancestral names. The crowd of servants parted to let them through to the sedan chairs. Guei Xiang paused a moment to speak to my mother, and although they had both always been rather cool with each other, now my mother touched Guei Xiang’s cheek tenderly, briefly, and Guei Xiang covered my mother’s hand with her own, resting her face in my mother’s palm. The First Concubine looked back at us sitting on the step, and smiled, very slightly, the way she used to when she was going out to a party, as if to reassure us that she would be right back. I saw she was holding her inkstone and brushes, and for some reason the sight made me worry for her, for what I understood even then to be the frailness of her weapons. Then she climbed into her sedan chair.

Xiao Zhuang was still weeping, and her face was red and swollen, making her look even younger. She clung to my mother’s shoulder sobbing. Then, as she was about to climb into her own chair, she suddenly turned and flew across the courtyard like a bird, and threw herself on us, embracing us and kissing us all, and burying her face passionately in Graceful Virtue’s hair. Li Shi clung to her especially, and she to him, and he wiped away his own tears angrily, ashamed of acting like a woman before the rest of us.

“Don’t forget me,” Xiao Zhuang wept. “Don’t ever forget me. When I am dead, my ghost will guard you, all of you.”

“We won’t forget you, we won’t,” we all murmured together, caressing her silk-clad arms and nestling against her, smelling for the last time the sweet citrus perfume she wore on the back of her neck. Then she was gone, stumbling toward her sedan chair. The sedan carriers, with a groan, heaved both chairs into the air, and they stepped out through the gates into the street, one after the other. The last that I saw of them, framed in the open gate, was Xiao Zhuang’s hand reaching out of her chair high above the bearers’ heads, to brush Guei Xiang’s outstretched fingers before they were pulled apart, in opposite directions, and then the two women fell outside the frame. I never knew what became of them afterward. At the moment of parting, you can hardly believe that your paths have diverged forever. It is only in retrospect, when you look down the length of the years that have passed, that you realize that your last glimpse of someone’s face, had you but known it at the time, was indeed final.

That night, only six of us remained in the vast, echoing mansion. All of our things were packed, my father’s books and papers in boxes, the few beds and tables and chairs that were coming with us bound with quilts and ropes to protect them while being moved. The cook and one housemaid who would be going with us to our new house were in the kitchen, cooking our last dinner and carefully wrapping straw around the pots of eggs and pickled vegetables we would take.

After we had eaten, my mother drew me into her own bedroom. She said almost nothing, but pushed me down onto the side of the bed and squatted to take off my foot bindings. I stared in amazement at her. It had been my mother who had insisted on binding my feet. My father had found Western notions attractive and had flirted cautiously with the new anti-foot-binding movement. But my mother had insisted that no man would marry me if my feet were allowed to go unbound and berated my father for condemning me to a sad destiny. She had been so implacable on this point that I had assumed that I would have a life of incessant pain, of frail and atrophied calves, of feet so divorced from the rest of my physical person that they might simply fall off my ankles in cold weather like dead wood. Of course, like all the girls my age, I could hardly wait for my first visit from the foot binder.

“Well, it’s been less than a year, so your feet have changed very little,” my mother muttered as she busily unwound the white cloths. “A few weeks of walking, and they will resume their shape. It is just as well; I don’t think I could have made your feet into golden lotuses anyway.” My mother’s own feet were golden lotuses, a mere three inches long. She had hoped that with luck I might have the inferior silver lotuses, four inches long. Gritting my teeth through the binding process, I had wondered if I were capable even of silver lotuses. Perhaps there was a descending scale of lotuses, made of baser and baser metals, and I would end up with copper or brass lotuses to stand up on. Tonight I had found out my destiny. I would have iron feet.

My mother stayed awhile longer, massaging the blood back into my insteps. “We no longer have your father, so our lives will be different from now on. There will be no servants to walk you. I will not have us end badly.”

My mother provided no further commentary—it was not her way to be obvious. But as I sat on the edge of my bed looking down onto the top of my mother’s carefully coifed black hair, I came to my first true understanding about life in this world. That nothing remains the same. That change comes to the powerful as well as the weak, to those who are fortified as well as those who are unready. And feeling the painful gush of circulation reentering my twisted feet, I learned too, that the pain of release can be as great as the pain of confinement.

We left our home the next morning. My sister and I and the servants cried. Even my brother bit his lower lip and dragged his feet, turning again and again to look at the grand house and courtyards where we had lived. But my mother shut the gate firmly behind her. She walked in front of us up the street to where the hired moving carts stood waiting. I watched her straight, black-clad back. She had lived in that house as a bride and a wife and a mother, for almost twenty years. The gardens had been her pride—she had grown the flowers, tended the carp in the pond, designed the crooked little footbridge that led to the pavilion. I had heard her speak to my father once, when they had both been drinking rice wine in the garden one summer evening, about how together they might watch the plum trees grow old. Yet she walked away without a shiver. She did not turn around once, not even when we got on the cart and the wooden wheels rumbled beneath us.

The outside world spun around us, a chaos of noise and dirt and dun colors, incomprehensible to our eyes and ears. When we climbed from the cart outside our new house, which huddled in a crowd of other small houses, a group of children playing in the street stopped to stare at us. We stared back—we had never seen children play in the street before. The garden wall was painted a faded red, the small gate that served as an outer door was a plain black. My mother fumbled for some keys—the first time I had ever seen her with keys, for she usually knocked for a servant to admit her—and unlocked the gate. When I stepped inside, I had a sudden sense of the world having gotten very small and close, as if I had been marooned on a tiny island. In the old house, we never stopped finding new places to play among the dozen courtyards, the galleries, the walled gardens, the many closets and halls. Here was only a single courtyard, with single-story rooms arranged around three of its sides. A long strip of paint had peeled from one of the pillars, and bent over backward as if to get a better look at us. The fact that I could see the entire house from the entry gate made me very unhappy, and I started to cry.

“What is wrong with you?” my mother hissed. To the hired moving men, to the remaining two servants, she shook her head. “The poor thing misses her baba,” she murmured, and they nodded sympathetically. Actually, I couldn’t tell whether I missed him or not. He was always kindly, but only Li Shi had ever spent much time with him. But I missed the walled mansion where I had spent my first decade of life. In all the decades that have intervened between then and now, I have never yet felt the same about any other place. The feeling of being at home is, I suppose, the first thing that leaves us, and it does not return. From the very first night in that new house as a child of ten, until this very day, when my life is so close to its finish, I have always slept badly, as badly as a restless guest in a poor country inn.

That night we unpacked our things. My mother took care that the first thing she did was to set up a tiny altar to my father’s ancestors, a pitiful replacement for our great ancestral hall at home, with its forest of stone and wood name tablets. The last thing Guei Xiang had done in our house was to copy all the names on the tablets on slips of paper for us to take with us, and now my mother pinned the slips of paper to the wall behind the altar. She gave me and Graceful Virtue the task of unpacking her own clothes and jewelry, thinking this would amuse us and keep us quiet. Graceful Virtue tried on my mother’s dresses and shoes, and I picked through the little rosewood jewel boxes that my mother had personally carried into the house. At the bottom of one, entwined in the coils of a long, twisting jade necklace, I found a heavy gold ring with a stone carved to look like a bird.

“When did you get this ring, Mama?” I asked.

She glanced over absently. “That was your father’s father’s ring. The Empress gave it to him—see, the bird is the phoenix, the Empress’s symbol, just like the Emperor’s is the dragon.”

“Oh. It looks a little like that doctor’s ring.”

“What doctor?” my mother called back, her voice muffled as she bent over some leather clothing boxes.

“The one I saw in the upper gallery the night”—I glanced around to make sure we were alone—“the night Baba really died.”

My mother straightened up quickly and looked at me for a long time, her eyes speculative and nervous. “Come here,” she said, dropping her voice so that Graceful Virtue and Cook, who were in the next room, would not hear. “There were no doctors in the house that night,” my mother whispered. “Was it your grandfather that you saw?”

“I don’t know what Grandfather looked like,” I replied reasonably, but my mother seemed hardly to hear me.

“You saw him wearing this ring?” she demanded.

“I’m not sure if it was this very ring...” I began to say. But my mother sat down suddenly on the floor, as if her legs had given way.

“Old Sir, forgive me,” she murmured, her eyes gazing past me into the empty spaces beyond. “But it had to be done.”

I never quite understood what my mother meant by her words—whether she was asking for forgiveness for disguising my father’s death with the rank smell of old fish and eggs, for tricking the Emperor out of his gift, for selling the house and its contents, for dismantling the ancestral hall. As for the old gentleman on the gallery—well, I don’t know what I saw that night, but I know what my mother saw as she was sitting on the floor of the new house, muttering prayers to the dead. The ring itself is long gone, sold to pay for my brother to go to university in Nanjing. But I feel its weight in my hand still. The phoenix is the beast that dies and comes back to life again, over and over. It stands to reason. In the entire realm of existence, there is not one thing that is permanent. Why would death be the exception?

There was some disapproval of my mother’s swift actions among my father’s old friends, at the way she dispersed Old Liang’s household and sold his house with the furniture still standing in it. She bore the criticism quietly. But then my mother let it be known that she intended, for the sake of Old Liang’s memory, to live humbly, away from worldly concerns, waiting only to join him and serve him in the next world. Her wifely sacrifice and humility then won their praise, and her otherworldliness, their admiration. But at home, her humble exterior barely disguised her relentlessness. She wrung our livelihood from the few lands left to us. When the farm laborers shrank back in superstitious awe from the black flocks of birds who descended to feast on the tender shoots of the rice plants, my mother shamelessly ran out into the field herself, trailing the thin cotton of her widow’s weeds, and chased the birds away, flapping a great red cloth at them and throwing stones until they took flight. At night, she pulled up a tile from the floor under her bed, and counted again and again the money she had saved, and buried it once more, stamping down the earth with her embroidered shoe.

Someone else bought our old house and lived there, and now it no longer stands. But once I dreamed that the mansion where we had all lived became a lair for thieves, and a nesting place for rooks. When in my dream I dared to enter the broken gates one more time I saw that grass grew between the paving stones, and every single one of the one hundred glass windows was broken. A swaggering aristocrat had become a blind, deaf beggar. Broken wood and shreds of porcelain covered the ground. It was as if a mighty god had taken up an entire world and turned it upside down and shaken it, and emptied everything out, tumbling, into the great universe.
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Changsha was, and I suppose still is, the capital city of Hunan, a province in south central China shaped on the map like a man’s head facing west. It was then a walled city, girdled on all sides by its massive stone bulwarks, on top of which people would stroll, and entered through four great gates, one in each cardinal direction. The site of the city had been occupied in one way or another for three thousand years—indeed, the city archives extended back almost that far, moving backward through time on first paper, then silk, then bamboo strips and thence to the very oldest records, etched on the shells of tortoises. Long lists of governors, granary contents, verdicts of conviction and acquittal, irrigation projects, the census in times of both famine and plenty, lay buried in the cool stone vaults under the imperial buildings, gathering in numbers, aggregating, accruing, multiplying, until the city sat on a foundation of bureaucratic records.

The city was a large provincial town, rather a backwater in those days, stewing in the steamy heat of central China, somewhat run-down and shabby, as was to be expected of a city that had reached its peak of importance eleven hundred years earlier. But there were some signs of more recent activity. The city’s buildings became newer and newer as it spread east until it came to the railroad station at the far eastern edge of town. There the lines ran north and south, curving around the city outside the ancient imperial walls, through factories and mills and abattoirs. Beyond these signs of industry and changing times lay the green rice fields for which the province was famous, the rice plants raising their heads out of the flood of muddy water and the bloodred, iron-rich soil. In Hunan, the redness of the soil stained everything—the sides of buildings, the undersides of carriages, the legs of beasts, and the souls of men. Throughout the years of my childhood, when I was planting vegetables in the garden or carrying water from the well or buying chickens at the market, I came home with my skirts streaked in rusty bands and my cloth shoes dyed a dark oxblood shade. Permanent red half-moons formed beneath my fingernails, which I would dislodge with the corners of the pages in my books. The red soil and the heat are my strongest memories of that time and place.

In the year 1908 by Western counting, I was eighteen years old. And this entire year was eaten up by drought. Day after day, the heavens were like lead, the air as dry as the gray dust that swirled from the fields onto the roads, seeping into the seamed faces of the farmers and into the cracks of the houses, clogging the spokes of the wagon wheels. Behind the drought, like a faithful wife, came the famine. The farmers fed their children with musty rice left over from the year before and then with the seed grain; they turned their cattle loose to graze wherever grass could be found. Fearful of thieving neighbors, they tied their oxen up inside their houses at night, with the entire family sleeping all around it, guarding the beast’s flesh with their own.

The governor rationed the food in the province strictly, handing out tickets of yellow paper, stamped with the imperial red stamp of dragon and phoenix. He announced that to increase efficiency in the distribution of food, large shipments of rice would be brought from Szechwan and Canton, a task he naturally entrusted to his brother-in-law, who would serve the state at only a modest profit.

We all stood in long serpent lines at the food stalls, each person clutching the required number of yellow tickets, which we thought were more precious than gold. But too many tickets were printed, and too many sold on the black market, and too many shopkeepers dealt them about like playing cards, and so their value became debased. My mother told us, “Do you see? All paper money is the same—good only for wiping your behind. If money doesn’t make a noise when you drop it on the table, it’s worthless.”

Those of us who had metal coins—and my mother was forced to dig them up from under the tile on the floor beneath her bed, unearthing them like an artifact of history—spent precious coppers bribing the Triad gangsters who smuggled food from the coast. But the poor began to eat the grass from the sides of the road, and I saw them staggering along the highways with their mouths and tongues stained green. Their women went from door to door of the great houses, offering to wash clothes, to clean latrines, to sleep with the lordly men who lived there. But no man in the great houses, accustomed to the perfumed white flesh of the concubines, wanted a woman from the fields, the sunburn still around her neck like a hempen rope. The farmers, burdened with their wives and children, were afraid. Among men who were hungry and fearful there always appeared the Elder Brothers of the Eight Trigrams.

The Eight Trigram Brotherhood was a secret brotherhood, with a long trail of bloody deeds with sword and knife, of burned granaries and rich men hanged from their own ornamental fruit trees. The society had been suppressed and reborn several times. Its origins were hidden from the common person, but it was known that the founder had been the son of a demon. It formed and reformed over the decades, emerging from starvation and trouble, a bird of prey whose egg hatches only in evil days, brought forth from despair and bad dreams, when the soil was like iron. They were fearsome because they were violent, and even more fearsome because no one knew what they wanted, other than disruption.

Rumors of the Eight Trigram brothers now filled the ears and mouths of the province. Day after day, they spun from tongue to ear through the villages and towns, carried on the backs of market carts and in the hands of itinerant peddlers, exchanged like coins. A minor tax collector had been beaten by a gang of men in masks late one night, after he followed a young woman in mourning dress out of a tavern, and the incident was blamed on the secret brothers. A wandering mystic, dressed only in a rough robe of sacking and carrying his begging bowl, announced in the marketplace that he had dreamed of a ghost dressed in red garments and with one foot bare, with a face painted black like the disinterested judge in the opera, stealing the Emperor’s jade flute. He refused to confess his involvement with the Trigrams, even under interrogation. A sorcerer threatened to call up a great wall of flame and was put to death by slicing for his treason. There were many such wild prophets in Hunan in those days, and we believed all of them to be in league with each other. When I think about it, it seems we took a sort of comfort in blaming a single organization of men, know-able and identifiable, even if unseen.

My brother Li Shi had gone to the university at Nanjing four years before, after years of lessons at home with me and Graceful Virtue. We were all clever at school, but of course Li Shi, being a boy, was the only one to go to university. How angry I had been when he left! I thought that all my learning had come to nothing, that he would always be the one to explore the great world, while I remained trapped at home in a muddy provincial city. But I missed him anyway, and I was glad when, in the midst of those hard days, he came back home to take up a minor office at the governor’s palace in Changsha. Li Shi had not taken the imperial examinations, which had been abolished in a fit of modernity three years before. He arrived home with an office already in hand, a new pair of round spectacles on his face, and a cynical view of advancement that horrified our mother.

“The examinations are no more,” he told us, standing in a distinguished manner by the dining table. “And it’s about time. The fastest to rise are the ones who show an ability for practical application, and for that, it’s best that I start in some smaller arena. Of course, those that buy their offices rise quickly as well.”

“You are talking about corruption,” my mother thundered angrily, cutting Li Shi’s laughter off at the throat. “I did not raise my son to be a corrupt man. Will you take bribes, as well, to buy a higher office, once you have squeezed the meat juice out of this one?”

“Sit down, Mother,” Graceful Virtue murmured. “It isn’t good for you to be standing like this.” I pulled out a chair and pushed it underneath my mother.

“Of course not,” Li Shi replied, surprised and indignant. “I’m not a bribe taker. I’m not dishonest. But I’ve seen how the world works.”

My mother was silent for a moment.

Li Shi knelt by our mother’s chair and wiped his hand over his forehead. “Listen, Mother. There was no point in going to the capital. I would have gotten a much lower position than the one I have now. And here I can show myself off to the best advantage.”

“But you would be in the imperial bureaucracy! In Beijing!” My mother waved her hands in exasperation. “Not here in the provinces. Your father began in the Ministry of Punishments in the capital. What has happened to this world, that learning counts for nothing?”

Li Shi patted her knee, and rose to his feet. “Learning counts. You just have to learn different things now. Besides”—he glanced out the window into the courtyard—“it’s better not to be in Beijing these days.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. I kept my voice low, to match my brother’s. My eyes followed his gaze out the window, realizing that Li Shi was for some reason keeping watch in that direction.

Li Shi leaned on the sill and put his face against the shutter. “Being in the Emperor’s service now—I would be a man buried up to his neck in the ground. Unable to move, and any passerby could kick my head off.” He shifted the position of the wooden shutter. “Don’t worry. This is all part of the plan. I’ll go to Beijing one day. But I’ll go in a big way, as part of great national undertaking. The wise wolf first circles the prey.”

My mother’s voice was dry as paper when she answered. “I am sorry, my son, that upon entering the imperial service, where you might best benefit your nation, you then begin thinking of yourself as a wolf.”

With Li Shi living at home again and working at the governor’s palace, it fell to me to bring my brother his lunch almost every day. On a day in late August, a few months after his return, when the town lay under a blanket of heat and dampness, I brought him salt pork and mustard greens. My hair stuck to my neck, my clothes stuck to my back, and my eyes were slitted against the glare as I moved mechanically through the streets, taking care to hide the tin box of food under my sleeve, away from the bulging eyes of the hungry on the street.

The governor’s palace sat on top of a small rise overlooking the city. I arrived at the outer gate, guarded by six soldiers in blue, and passed quietly through the open door into the first courtyard, then through to the second inner courtyard. A steady stream of people passed in and out, officials in their gowns and caps and petitioners with small scrolls clutched in their fists. A crowd jostled with weary anger at the gate, crying for food. The eyes of the soldiers moved over the crowd.

At the second courtyard, and at the tired nod of yet another soldier, I ascended the outside steps. My brother’s office door opened onto a secondfloor gallery that overlooked the courtyard below, where he usually ate his lunch. Li Shi, looking up from his wooden desk in his small office, followed my beckoning hand and emerged onto the gallery. He still carried his reed fan. I sat next to him on the stone bench while he opened the tin box and began to eat.

“I can’t even think about walking back now,” I complained. “It’s too hot.”

“Stay for a while, then. Sit here on the porch. There is a breeze every now and then.” He handed me his fan while he wielded his chopsticks, and I took turns fanning us both.

“Don’t drop any grease on your gown. It’s really hard to wash.”

“Hmm,” Li Shi said, his mouth full. His round wire glasses slid down his nose. I put my head back against the stone balustrade and closed my eyes, dozing. Through the fog of my sleepiness, I heard my brother remark, “How strange. Those peddlers down there—the open baskets on their backs are empty. I can see into them from up here.”

Without opening my eyes, I replied, “What do you expect? There is no food to sell.”

“Then why are they here at all?”

A shout sprang up from the courtyard below, followed almost immediately by more shouts, which ricocheted off the walls, echoing madly. Li Shi jumped up, chopsticks still in hand, and looked over. I craned over his shoulder.

Fifteen or twenty peddlers ran into the courtyard. They had sun-reddened skin, and white strings tied around their foreheads. As the officials on the upper gallery stared, the men pulled knives from under their peddlers’ baskets and ran for the stairs. Sounds of fighting came from the external gates. The officials on the upper gallery started to shout in fear.

A blue wave of guards from the outer courtyard came running, and the peddlers turned to fight them with their long knives. The courtyard boiled over with the struggle, the combatants bursting into each other’s hostile arms. Looking down from where I stood on the balcony above, I thought the courtyard looked like a nest of furious scorpions, stinging each other to death. Several of the peddlers broke away, hacked furiously at the soldier at the bottom of the steps and flung his body aside.

But before the peddlers on the steps got to the top, a burst of fire and sulfur exploded in their midst. One man fell over the stair railing and struck heavily on the flagstones. Li Shi and I and everyone else looked toward the source of the shot, to the balcony opposite us across the courtyard. The governor’s twelve-year-old son, drawn to the noise from his lessons, had apparently called for his fowling piece. I stared at him in disbelief; the boy seemed quite calm and only mildly interested.

Li Shi dropped his tin lunch box and ran for the stairs. I grabbed at him. “Don’t go down there! You have no weapon!” I cried. He threw off my restraining hand and ran to the top of the stairs, in time to launch a kick at the peddler just reaching the top. The attack was unexpected, and the peddler lost his balance, falling back onto the long knives of his comrades, but not before he slashed Li Shi’s kicking foot through the thin leather sole of his shoe.

Li Shi stumbled back, cursing in pain and anger; I saw the blood spring from his instep, and I leaped forward and threw my arms around him. The next peddler, pulling his knife out from under the body of the first man, jumped up the last two steps and raised his blade. Li Shi flung himself forward and grasped the man’s upraised arms in both hands; his glasses clattered to the marble as they struggled. I grabbed the man’s hair and pulled his head back. The peddler spun his head around, twisting out of Li Shi’s hands and snarling in fury at me, but even as I ducked back, a large blackening hole suddenly opened up in his chest, widening like a great mouth about to cry out, and he was dead before he sank to the floor. The governor’s son, circling a little further on the balcony across the way, had once again demonstrated his excellent marksmanship. The boy now stood unblinkingly with his arms crossed, while his personal guard crouched beside him, frantically reloading the gun.

The remaining peddlers, about a dozen or so, were defeated and pinned to the ground by the soldiers. Of those, nine were dragged to their feet alive and tightly bound. The others lay on the flagstones, one with his feet still twitching. I clung to Li Shi’s arm. He patted my hands.

“Your hair is a mess,” he panted.

“Your foot,” I murmured, stooping down.

“Never mind,” he said. “Leave it. I have to go see the governor. I’ll get someone to see you home.” He rubbed his scratched glasses with the end of his handkerchief and hobbled off. But in the end, I staggered home unaccompanied, since everyone else was now necessary at the palace. Before leaving, I remembered to retrieve the lunch box and chopsticks.

The nine who had been caught alive were beheaded two days later. “All of them from the Elder Brothers—the sect of the Eight Trigrams,” Li Shi told the family over bowls of noodles after the public execution. “They could once claim ten thousand men in central China. In my father’s time, they tried to assassinate the Emperor inside the Forbidden City itself.” He paused to daub chili paste on his chopsticks and then swirled them in his soup. “The signal was the donning of the white headbands.”

“Did they really think they could reach the governor, with so many soldiers guarding him?” Graceful Virtue asked.

“Maybe. One or two men can succeed in reaching even a well-guarded man, as long as they don’t care about coming out alive. Remember Minister Yu, so many centuries ago. He was killed in his bed, under a dozen feather quilts, in a locked, windowless room at the center of a hundred-room palace, guarded by a thousand men whose own lives depended on Minister Yu’s safety. The Emperor executed all one thousand guards, so perhaps it was a suicide conspiracy of a thousand men. Anyway, there is no such thing as a safe place.”

“But what did they think would be accomplished?” I asked.

“They thought the people would rise to support them once they had seized the palace and murdered the governor.” Li Shi snorted with contempt. “The people rise. Ha. The people never rise. The people attended their executions instead, that’s what they did, and ate oranges and peanuts and blew their noses while their saviors’ heads were being chopped off. Oh, by the way. The governor told me he’s very pleased. I was the only non-soldier to be wounded.”

“You should have seen him, Mama,” I interrupted, looking at Li Shi with pride. “He was very brave, fighting off the Elder Brothers without any weapon.”

“I am thinking of trying for the military assignment,” Li Shi said.

My mother shook her head. “No one advances with the military assignment. It’s only for mediocre bureaucrats.”

“Not true anymore,” Li Shi replied. He wiped his mouth and pushed his noodle bowl toward the center for more. “In any case, I’m not talking about a bureaucratic position. I want a commission as an officer in the military. Which costs money.”

“Why do you want to be in the army?” my mother asked, with a slight grimace, as she filled his bowl again.

“Haven’t you noticed how everyone is a soldier these days?” Li Shi asked. “This is where the power will lie, more and more. The world is turning into an armed camp.”

“Where will we get the money to buy a commission?” my mother demanded.

Li Shi’s face fell a little. “I don’t know. It will cost five thousand taels, I have estimated.” He bent over his soup. “Of course, we could always sell the girls.”

We all glared at him, until we saw he was laughing silently into his bowl. “Really, Li Shi,” my mother drawled, trying to sound disapproving. Graceful Virtue threw an orange at him, which he deftly caught.

I had insisted on going to the execution and had refused to avert my eyes at the blows of the executioner’s heavy sword. The condemned men knelt hunched over on the ground on their knees and elbows, mumbling to themselves, reciting over and over again their mystical eight-character incantation, which I could just barely hear over the slow deep throb of the drums. “Eternal mother in our original home in this world of true emptiness,” the men chanted.

The executioner moved aside each man’s pigtail with a gesture almost tender, as if brushing aside the hair on the forehead of a small boy. With every head chopped off, the chant lessened in volume, until only one man’s voice remained. The lines of imperial soldiers, like beetles in their jointed metal armor, did not move or look. A stiff breeze whipped at their flags. The last man continued chanting without hesitation, until he too met the sword in mid-incantation, and was in this fashion finally sent away from his original home, here, in this world of true emptiness.
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My best friend was Xiang Jin Yu, a daughter of the wealthy and prominent Xiang family. The family practiced respectability and scholarliness, without really being scholars. There had been no energetic man to increase the family fortune in many generations, but neither had there been any wastrels or opium smokers to fritter it away. The Xiangs did not plant more profitable crops or build a mill on the riverbank to improve revenues. But they did not sell good bottom land in order to buy earrings and silk for dancing girls. Year after year, they collected their rents and hoarded their gold. But they had been supporters of the anti-foot-binding campaign and had helped endow a school in Changsha that was actually completely for girls. I had introduced myself to Jin Yu in a bookstore, urged by my mother, who was eager that I should make the right sort of friends.

“Your father was Magistrate Liang?” Jin Yu had asked me, in her authoritative way.

“Yes,” I answered, flustered. “I am his elder daughter, Jade Virtue.”

“I am Xiang Jin Yu. My father had a case before Magistrate Liang, a long time ago. The magistrate was a very just man.”

“Your father won his case?”

“He lost,” she said coolly.

Jin Yu herself was a remarkably beautiful girl, with an elegantly modeled face that was as quick and hot and pale as the edge of a flame, changeable as a storm, strongly marked with thick dark brows arched like a gull’s wings. Many men wanted to marry her, but Jin Yu’s approach to the question of marriage was simple. She refused. Her parents brought into their house a number of fine young men, all of excellent family and good prospects. Each suitor was treated to stunning displays of rude and coarse behavior, with Jin Yu alternately picking her nose, singing lewd songs overheard from the fisherman at the river docks, and vigorously criticizing the young man’s clothes and opinions. Yet the Xiang family was rich, their ancestors were powerful spirits, and their daughter possessed of a lovely face, so the young men kept trying, goaded on, perhaps, by her reputation for high spirits.

Right after the sudden rushing onslaught of the rainy season, Jin Yu invited me to the Xiang house on the day she was to meet yet another youth in this long line, this one the second son of a Shanghai magistrate. Her family’s mansion was in the old town like the other truly ancient houses, rather than on the outskirts, where the new great houses sat sleek and shiny. Indeed, the Xiang house was barely visible behind its faded pale rose walls; only the austerely decorated eaves showed, and the dark mossy tiles of the roofs. I arrived at the western gate, which was in fact nothing more than a large wooden door painted a discreet black and devoid of ornament, in the midst of a storm. In fact, I had strongly considered not coming, since it had become clear that the storm was now approaching the outer edges of the city, boiling into the valley from the distant coast. But I didn’t think I could get a servant to go out in the rain to give my apologies, so I came myself. I was escorted through the garden by a maid with an umbrella, through the vestibule by a second maid with a towel to dry the rain from my hair and a third with slippers to replace my wet shoes, and then through three successive doors separated by long hallways by a majordomo with a long goatee. A manservant flung open each door as we approached, and murmured, “Miss Liang has arrived,” in a manner like a benediction.

The Xiangs left us alone in the guest hall with the suitor, on the condition that I, who was considered responsible, remain to chaperone. Normally, both parents would have sat in the room as well; I took it to be a sign of their desperation that they would leave us all alone. Or perhaps they had simply reached the end of their desire to be shamed before strangers.

We all sat in a circle around a small table, where a teapot and some cups were set out. I shifted on my hard chair and watched Jin Yu humiliate the boy by asking detailed questions about the loss of virginity and when it was best undertaken, generally speaking. But this boy was more determined than the others. He refused to be stirred, and when Jin Yu finally told him to leave, he stubbornly held his ground.

“I won’t leave your presence until you consent to the arrangement,” he told Jin Yu firmly.

“Then I will commit suicide,” Jin Yu replied. The young man did not move, but sat with a smile intended to express mastery of the situation. Idle threat, his smile said. I knew Jin Yu much better, and I began to get nervous.

“Please be reasonable,” I pleaded with the young man. “She is crazy.”

The young man only crossed his arms and sat back.

“I will burn myself to death,” Jin Yu warned. Still the young man did not move.

Jin Yu reached into a little box on the table and produced a wax match. She lit the match. The young man’s face paled, although his smile remained fixed. He looked at me.

I started from my seat, snapping, “Jin Yu! Stop!”

My alarm frightened the boy more, and he looked about wildly for assistance. Jin Yu struck the match and dropped the little flame into her lap, where the cloth of her dress immediately began to burn.

I turned on him. “Get out!” I shouted. The young man leaped from his chair and bolted from the room. Jin Yu calmly pulled off her burning dress and stamped out the flames on the floor. I wiped the sweat from my forehead.

“One day,” I told Jin Yu, “you will go too far.”

“I’ve burned my hand a little,” Jin Yu said to the maids who appeared, openmouthed, at the door. “Go get me some ointment. And here. Take this dress to be fixed.”

“What did you do, Miss?” one of the girls asked.

“I was burning my dress. Nothing for you to worry about.”

When the maids had left, Jin Yu patted my arm. “Don’t look that way,” she said. “It had to be done. You didn’t want me to marry him, did you?”

I sat down with a great sigh, my hands on my knees like a farmer. “If he hadn’t run out, would you have stood there and burned to death?”

Jin Yu looked surprised. “Of course. I don’t make empty threats.”

“But then you would have defeated yourself.”

“Well, I wasn’t expressing defeat. I was committing an act of aggression. It’s only that it could have cost me my life, and I was willing to risk that. It’s not the act, it’s the intention behind the act that is important.”

“That is a dangerous point of view,” I replied. “Anyway, I certainly wish you would choose a less alarming path. What do you think you are going to do now?”

Before Jin Yu could reply, her parents appeared at the door. They appeared frightened of their daughter, but then they always seemed that way, as timorous as mice in her presence.

“What happened?” her mother asked. “The maids said you were standing here in your shift, and you burned your dress.”

Old Xiang looked around. “Where is the guest, Jin Yu?” he asked, in an attempt to be stern.

“He suddenly remembered he had an appointment elsewhere and ran out.” Jin Yu smiled.

The Xiangs looked at each other. Madame Xiang buried her face in her hands and began to sob. Her husband patted her shoulder. Jin Yu strode past them with determination and went to her study. I murmured a few words of consolation to the Xiangs, and followed Jin Yu. I closed the door to the little study behind me.

“I hope you are ashamed of yourself. Your parents are terribly distressed.”

Jin Yu shrugged, but I was glad to see that her face was slightly troubled. “It had to be done. I had to break their feudal habits of thought, and sometimes only pain can do that. But I wish it were not so.”

“What will you do, now that you have frightened away the last unmarried man in China?”

Jin Yu’s face brightened. “I will continue my studies. There is no place for girls to study here in Changsha after they have finished the middle school. But I have arranged to study privately with Teacher Yang.”

“The lecturer at First Normal?”

“Yes, him. A brilliant man. I will do political theory with him.”

I felt a surge of envy that overcame all my previous reservations. “You are very lucky, Jin Yu. How I wish I could do this.”

Jin Yu came to sit near me and took my hands.

“Come with me to the study group. We’ll do it together.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I’m getting married.”

Jin Yu simply stared at me for several seconds. “What is it you are saying you will do?” she asked, her voice disbelieving.

I looked at the floor. “I’m marrying Pan Wang Mang,” I said. I wasn’t ashamed of my engagement, but Jin Yu had a strange way of making me feel as if every minor action of mine were somehow a setback for society.

Jin Yu let go of my hands and jumped up to pace the floor furiously. “I can’t believe you will do this mad thing instead of studying with me. It’s finally come to pass. You are falling back into the morass of the old ways.”

“Jin Yu, try to understand. I can’t afford to do this with you, although every part of me wants to. I must marry Pan.”

Jin Yu shrugged, although she was still angry. At the bottom of Jin Yu’s impatience with me was a shady tinge of self-absorption that made me shiver, even in the humid warmth of the day.

“If you loved him, I would only embrace you and be happy,” she said, her voice still edgy with disdain. “But I know you cannot love this man.”

“I don’t understand why we have to marry for love anyway,” I protested. “His father was an old friend of my father’s. He is educated and of my social station. He is accounted good-looking. I have no reason to think we will not be compatible.”

“What feudal thinking!” raged Jin Yu, starting to pace again. Then she stopped, crossed her arms, and looked down at me. “What is the real reason you are marrying him? Are you pregnant?”

“Of course not!” I replied with asperity. “But if you must know, and I know you will hound me until I tell you, I am marrying him to help Li Shi.”

Jin Yu raised her eyebrows.

“Li Shi needs five thousand taels to buy a commission in the army. The Pans are very rich. I am sure once I am Wang Mang’s wife, I can easily raise the rest. He is their only son and heir, after all.”

Jin Yu sprawled into a chair. “Well, you surprise me all the time, Jade Virtue. I never realized you were such a cynic about love.”

“Romantic love,” I said, with all the assurance of the very young, “is fundamentally unreliable. This way, I have money and position. My mother need not fear for her old age, and I can make sure Li Shi is placed in a good position. Anyway, I’m sure Wang Mang and I will be as happy as any other married couple.”

“Now, why does your cynicism sound like a sort of idealism? I hope you know what you are doing.”

“I do. I am completely capable of handling the situation. Don’t worry.”

“Well, and what do the beneficiaries of your heroic self-sacrifice feel about all this?” Jin Yu asked.

I did feel as if I was making a heroic self-sacrifice, but it was irritating to hear Jin Yu speak of it so sarcastically.

“I haven’t told them my real reasons, of course. I never intend to say anything to them about that.”

“Yes, yes, best to suffer in silence,” Jin Yu murmured. “No sacrifice is so noble as the one made in secret.”

I ignored her. “I just reminded them that old Pan and my father had spoken of betrothing us when we were children. Li Shi and my mother think it’s a suitable match.”

Jin Yu gave a great sigh. “A suitable match. How mundane that sounds.”

Young as I was, thinking only of great things and ignorant of the degree to which our lives are determined by small matters, I said, “Well, of course. Only politics is exciting, Jin Yu. This marriage business is quite mundane and easily disposed of. I don’t expect it to make much difference in our life’s work. What about you? You don’t even want to marry.”

Jin Yu looked over at me in surprise. “Of course I do. But not now, not when I have so much work and study in front of me. And when I do marry, I will marry a true revolutionary. Someone whose soul resonates with mine. Together, we’ll change the world.”

Her eyes glittered in such a strange way that I laughed to cover up my confusion. “Well, this romantic notion doesn’t sound at all like you,” I said.

Outside, the rain splashed the shiny broad leaves of the trees in the garden, the tamarind and the ginkgo and the plum, and dripped down in rapid pulses to the moss-green ground. Jin Yu opened a window and let the rain fall into the room. “It’s good; we will have an excellent view of the storm. It will roll in right over our heads. I love storms. You will of course stay until it has passed. I don’t think it will last overnight.”

Jin Yu read aloud some poetry in French, with so much dramatic expression that I could guess at the meaning of the alien language. We drank green tea, and ate mangoes which Jin Yu sliced herself, slitting the green-and-red skin and pulling it smoothly away with the golden flesh still intact, releasing the jungle fragrance into the air, punctuating her remarks with the silver knife in her elegant hands. The heavy crash of the rain was continuous but somehow pleasurable, like the drums of an army, like the quickened beat of my heart.
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The Pans lived in a giant ivory-colored house of fourteen linked courtyards, bound by carved wooden galleries along the second floors and studded with elaborate window shutters. It was not far from where we used to live when my father died, in that same district of fine mansions and wealth. The house had originally been built two centuries earlier, by a founding ancestor who had made a separate courtyard for each of his wives and concubines and hung a birdcage in each one with singing birds, to symbolize the harmony of his household. Curiously, however, each passing generation of the family became smaller and smaller, instead of more and more populous—the women of that house were cursed with a tendency to bear only one or two children, if they had any at all. It was difficult to blame the women for this infertility, since they came from many different families and cities. Instead, the problem was said to lie with the house, which was not properly aligned along a heavenly axis.

At this time in their history, the Pan family had reduced itself to only Old Pan, Mrs. Pan, their son Wang Mang and the last of Old Pan’s concubines, Peaceful Beauty. As a result, most of the outer courtyards had been closed, their treasures of paintings and books and fine furniture shut up inside, waiting for a new generation to open them and appreciate them. There had also been an older daughter who had gone away several years ago, and whom no one ever saw. Sometimes Mrs. Pan would speak about the letters she received from her daughter, who she said was now prestigiously married in Kunming. But Wang Mang and his father and the concubine had never been heard to mention her name, once she had left home.

The Pan house was near ours when my father lived, and he and my mother had included them on their rounds of visits at New Year’s. My father was friendly with Old Pan, although he didn’t approve of having so many concubines in the modern era—when I was small I think there were at least seven, in addition to Mrs. Pan—but he and Old Pan were part of the same circle of men of affairs. They had all attended councillors’ meetings at the provincial governor’s palace. They had worn the robes of office and had put their seals to memorials to the Dragon Throne. They were part of several thousand years of imperial history, and their tragedy was that they arrived just as it was ending.

The Pans insisted on holding an engagement party, with all my father’s old friends to be invited. My mother had not visited the Pan mansion since my father had died, eight years before, and I was startled to see how excited she was about returning. Of course, my mother never expressed any excitement by word or gesture, but her eyes shone, and she fussed a little about what we would all wear. She dug up her hoard of gold coins to have a fine silk dress made for me. I was pained at seeing her this way. My mother had walked away so resolutely from her old life of privilege. I had never considered that she perhaps missed her old house and her old life and that her avoidance of our former district came as much from a fear of memories as from practical necessity. She had never once spoken of it with longing. She had never said anything about what I, now that I was older, recognized must have been my father’s mismanagement of money, a foolishness that left her after his death unable to continue in the position in which she had lived. She had to pay off his debts secretly and pretend a desire to live humbly thereafter, all to preserve his reputation. Her happiness now felt like an implied criticism of my father. I was angry at her for this betrayal and at myself for my own sudden recognition of his flaws. Seeing my mother’s longing, I pitied her for her loss, but I wished I had not seen the vulnerability in her character that made that longing exist.

The silk dress was made, in pink, and my hair dressed in two braids. With Li Shi in our father’s gray silk gown with a squirrel collar—for winter was hovering nearby, and the fallen leaves clustered timidly on the lanes—and Graceful Virtue in green and my mother in her best dark blue dress, we walked to the Pan house. All the lights were on in the front courtyard, and a maid greeted us at the gate with a burning torch. Inside, all the men of my father’s generation and their wives and grown children were already drinking wine in the main hall and admiring the garden.

They set up a cry when I walked in, everyone shouting, “The bride! The new bride is here!” and crowding around us to offer their congratulations. The go-between was there as well, and she accepted congratulations on the fine match she had made, although, in fact, she had only conducted the formalities. I myself had made the match.

“Perhaps their condolences would be more in order,” Li Shi hissed in my ear. I glanced at him and felt as if I could rub the pursed expression off his face with the heel of my hand. I refused to look at him for the next two hours, and I could tell he was surprised at the fury of my reaction. He tried to get my attention or speak to me several times, and I always found a reason to turn away.

The great hall was beautiful, with many fine paintings collected by the wealthy Pans hanging between its red-lacquered pillars. We were all brought to admire a specimen of Ming painting by the great, the immortal Chien Lung, hanging in the middle of the western wall, called “The Sages Visit the Peach Orchard.” The scroll as a work of art had been devalued somewhat because the Xianlong Emperor had inscribed a dedication to one Pan Ming Zhuong on it in his neat, undistinguished calligraphy. But as an example of the family’s connections to greatness, it could not have been better. As she gestured at the painting, Mrs. Pan’s fingers glittered with jewels, and I saw she wore jade bracelets on both arms.

We ate supper in the adjacent hall, where hired caterers and the Pan servants set forth an enormous banquet of rock crabs, pink-scaled perch from the Xiang River, dark wine from Li Shui, koaliang wine from Shantung, and yellow wine from Fen Chou-fu. For the first time, I was able to observe my new in-laws. Old Pan was still hearty, although thinner now than I remembered him, his flesh drawing in like an autumn evening. Mrs. Pan was tiny and birdlike, vivacious and pleasantly plump, her skin still very smooth and white. Peaceful Beauty was apparently not at the dinner. And seated next to me was my future husband, Pan Wang Mang, elegantly slender in gray silk.

It was curious that I only noticed him as a sort of afterthought. He was smoothly handsome, with a well-mannered air and a low voice. He did not make any hurried or ungraceful movements. But I was only eager to see signs of their wealth and standing, eager to see passing into my hands the means to buy Li Shi’s commission and to reintroduce my mother into her old world. My impressions of my future husband that night were slight, but on the whole good. His looks pleased me, and he seemed a little distant and remote, which meant he would not bother me much or stand in my way. When he spoke to me, he was courteous, and he helped me to food from the dishes. Whenever he put a morsel of food on my plate, I gave him a grateful look, and the entire company would smile fatuously at us. It was flattering to realize that they all thought we were a rather good-looking couple. He would do, I thought. I did notice, though, that his nails were bitten to the quick. A bridegroom’s nerves, I thought.

But one question occurred to me. Why were the Pans marrying him to me? They were rich; their son was not deformed. I was fairly pretty, but far from a beauty. Although I came from a good family, I had no money, and yet knowing this, they had entered into the contract. It seemed they could do better than me. I whispered this to my mother in the hallway after supper.

“The Pans are old aristocracy,” my mother said softly. “They are not like these new rich ones, who raffle off their sons to the highest-bidding heiresses and care only for their fortunes. Your father was a great man, and you are his eldest daughter. Your family is very worthy, Jade Virtue.” She looked happily around at the elegant surroundings.

After dinner everyone wandered around the central courtyard, admiring the carp in the pond and the last of the flowers and leaves. The rooms around the courtyard had all been thrown open, their treasures exposed for the delectation of the guests. The lanterns blazing in each room, doors wide open to the night, made every room like a brilliant scene from the opera. I stood in the darkness of the center and watched the silhouetted figures of the guests crossing back and forth against the lights. The servants scurried about from side to side, crossing under the stars, serving wine. Red lanterns bobbed on the trees. The night air was a little cold.

“Very successful, Younger Sister.” Li Shi’s voice was at my elbow. He drew me away to one side, in spite of my reluctance, smiling our excuses to the other guests. When we were alone in one of the corners of the courtyard, he said, “Are you speaking to me yet? Or can I thank the heavens that you have stopped nagging me forever?”

This was too much, and I spat angrily at him, “It makes me furious that you talk to me this way, and look down your nose at this fine house, when this whole marriage is being done by me for your sake. So go away and leave me alone.”

“For my sake? What are you talking about?”

“We will have the money for the price of your commission because I am sacrificing myself for you. When I am married, I will be able to borrow on my expectations as Wang Mang’s wife. All for you, you ungrateful lout.” I shoved his hand away and turned my back. He grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. His face held so many different feelings that it had simply gone blank.

“What exactly is it you are telling me? That you have agreed to marry this man for the money?”

“Yes, I have. Not just for you. For Mother now she’s getting older, and for Graceful Virtue. Look around. This family, this house—their good fortune is vast.”

Li Shi took off his eyeglasses and rubbed them on his sleeve. “Jade Virtue, I know you mean well. And I know the kind of person you are. I’m afraid you are burning to sacrifice yourself for some larger cause. But don’t do this for my sake. If you make a mistake with this man, I do not wish it on my head.”

“Listen, Li Shi. It’s the solution to everything. He’s an appropriate husband”—Li Shi nodded in agreement—“and I will make an excellent wife for him. And it solves all our problems. Money won’t be tight again.”

We sat down together on the stone steps leading to the walkway that ran around the edge of the courtyard.

“Are you certain about this?”

“Of course,” I assured him cheerfully. “Don’t worry. I’m not romantic. I don’t believe in romance. I think marriage is a practical undertaking. I’ll be good to Wang Mang and his family. You’ll see.”

Li Shi sighed and sat back. “Well, perhaps you are right,” he said. “It certainly comes at a convenient time. I’ll have the commission in a month or two, then.”

“Sooner.”

My brother started to laugh. “Of course, you aren’t right when you say you aren’t romantic. You just aren’t romantic about marriage. All this self-sacrifice is just another kind of romance.”

I shrugged.

“Let’s stay away from the party awhile,” he said, “and look around the rest of the house.”

“No, that’s too impolite.”

“Why? It will be your house soon. We’ll go quietly.”

We followed the stone walkway out the side of the courtyard, between the buildings, and down a long, high-walled alley. We stumbled into a second courtyard, but this one was utterly dark, and only the distant sounds of the party disturbed its stillness. We walked around the perimeter, feeling our way, but all the doors were locked.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
of the
Walled
City

Lisa Huang

Fleischman

WASHINGTON SQUARE PRESS
PUBLISHED BY POCKET BOOKS
York London Toronto Sydney Si





OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781451657425.jpg
|DREAM I
OFTHE &

WALLED

CITY









