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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story begins in 1469, in the fifth year of the Chenghua emperor’s reign, when Tan Yunxian was eight years old. The title of her book has been translated different ways: The Sayings of a Woman Doctor, Miscellaneous Records of a Female Doctor, and The Comments of a Female Physician.

I’ve adhered to the English-language tradition of capitalizing certain words related to Chinese medicine that have a different semantic meaning than their lowercase equivalents, such as Blood and blood. The first system to transcribe Chinese into the Roman alphabet was created by Matteo Ricci and Michele Ruggieri between 1583 and 1588, long after the events in this novel. That being the case, I’ve used the Pinyin system of transliteration for Chinese words, which was adopted by the People’s Republic of China in 1979 and adopted internationally in 1982.

Last, you may be unfamiliar with the traditions of Chinese medicine—and I’m not here to advocate for or against them—but I hope you’ll bear in mind the larger picture of the world when the story takes place. Columbus didn’t lay sight on the Americas until thirty-one years after Tan Yunxian’s birth, while the English settlement of Jamestown wasn’t founded until fifty-one years after her death. The western tradition of medicine at the time of Tan Yunxian’s practice explained sickness as either an imbalance or a corruption of the four humors—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile, which were thought to be the principal liquids of the body—or retribution for sins committed by the patient. Most western medicines were created out of alcohol and herbs, and bloodletting with leeches was the norm.






PREFACE TO MISCELLANEOUS RECORDS OF A FEMALE DOCTOR


Our ancient land has birthed many famous doctors, some of whom were female. It is the honor of our family lineage that my cousin Lady Tan Yunxian has produced a book of heart-mind lifesaving cases. The great physician Sun Simiao wrote, “Women are ten times more difficult to treat than a man.” This is not just a matter of yin and yang or of the outside world of men and the inner chambers where women reside. It is because women become pregnant, give birth, and endure monthly loss of blood. They also suffer from having different temperaments and emotions than men. My cousin has excelled at treating women because she has shared in the losses and joys of what it means to be a female on this earth.
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PART I MILK DAYS


The Fifth Year of the Chenghua Emperor’s Reign

(1469)
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To Live Is…

“A thousand years in the past, a thousand years in the future—no matter where you live or how rich or poor you are—the four phases of a woman’s life are the same,” Respectful Lady says. “You are a little girl, so you are still in milk days. When you turn fifteen, you will enter hair-pinning days. The way we style your hair will announce to the world that you are ready for marriage.” She smiles at me. “Tell me, Daughter, what comes next?”

“Rice-and-salt days,” I answer dutifully, but my mind wanders. My mother and I sit together on porcelain stools under a covered colonnade in our home’s courtyard. It’s monsoon season, so the sliver of sky I can see is heavy with clouds, making the air feel humid, suffocating. Two miniature orange trees grow side by side in matching pots. Other containers hold cymbidiums, their stalks drooping under the weight of the blossoms. Rain is coming, but until then, birds titter in the gingko tree that provides a touch of coolness on the summer day, and I can smell the sea—something I’ve only seen in paintings. The fragrance doesn’t, however, cover the unpleasant odor coming from Respectful Lady’s bound feet.

“Your thoughts are elsewhere.” Her voice sounds as frail as her body looks. “You must pay attention.” She reaches over and takes one of my hands. “Are you having pain today?” When I nod, she says, “The memories of the agony you felt during your footbinding will never leave completely. There will be days from now until you die when the anguish will visit—if you’ve stood too long or walked too far, if the weather is about to change, if you don’t take proper care of your feet.” She squeezes my hand sympathetically. “When they throb or smart, remind yourself that one day your suffering will be proof to your husband of your love. Focusing on something else will distract you from the pain.”

My mother is wise, which is why everyone in the household, including my brother, Yifeng, and I, calls her Respectful Lady, the honorary title she carries as the wife of someone with my father’s high rank. But if she can tell I’m distracted, then I can see she is too. The sound of a woman singing reaches us. Miss Zhao, my father’s concubine, must be entertaining my father and his guests.

“You know how to concentrate… when you want to,” my mother goes on at last. “This ability—to be fully absorbed—is what saves us.” She pauses for a moment as male laughter—my father’s voice distinct in the appreciative choir—swirls around us like a fog. Then she asks, “Shall we continue?”

I take a breath. “Rice-and-salt days are the most important years in a woman’s life. They are when I will be busy with wife and mother duties—”

“As I am now.” Respectful Lady gracefully tips her head, setting the gold and jade ornaments that hang from her bun to tinkle softly. How pale she is, how elegant. “Each day should begin early. I rise before dawn, cleanse my face, rinse my mouth with fragrant tea, attend to my feet, and fix my hair and makeup. Then I go to the kitchen to make sure the servants have lit the fire and begun the morning meal.”

She releases my hand and sighs, as though exhausted by the effort of getting so many words to leave her mouth. She takes a deep breath before continuing. “Memorizing these responsibilities is central to your education, but you can also learn by observing as I supervise the chores that must be done each day: bringing in fuel and water, sending a big-footed servant girl to the market, making sure clothes—including those of Miss Zhao—are washed, and so many other things that are essential to managing a household. Now, what else?”

She’s been teaching me like this for four years already, and I know the answer she likes me to give. “Learning to embroider, play the zither, and memorize sayings from Analects for Women—”

“And other texts too, so that by the time you go to your husband’s home, you will have an understanding of all you must do and all you must avoid.” She shifts on her stool. “Eventually, you will reach the time of sitting quietly. Do you know what this means?”

Maybe it’s because I’m feeling physical pain, but the thought of the sadness and loneliness of sitting quietly causes tears to well in my eyes. “This will come when I can no longer bring children into the world—”

“And extends into widowhood. You will be the one who has not died, waiting for death to reunite you with your husband. This is—”

A maid arrives with a tray of snacks, so my mother and I can continue our studies through lunch without a break. Two hours later, Respectful Lady asks me to repeat the rules we’ve covered.

“When walking, don’t turn my head,” I recite without protest. “When talking, don’t open my mouth wide. When standing, don’t rustle my skirts. When happy, don’t rejoice with loud laughter. When angry, never raise my voice. I will bury all desire to venture beyond the inner chambers. Those rooms are for women alone.”

“Very good,” Respectful Lady praises me. “Always remember your place in the world. If you follow these rules, you will establish yourself as a true and proper human being.” She closes her eyes. She’s hurting too. Only she’s too much of a lady to speak of it.

A squeal from my little brother interrupts our shared moment. Yifeng runs across the courtyard. His mother, Miss Zhao—free of her performing duties—glides behind him. Her feet are also bound, and her steps are so small they give the impression she’s floating like…

“Like a ghost,” my mother whispers as though she’s read my thoughts.

Yifeng flings himself at my mother, buries his face in her lap, and giggles. Miss Zhao may be his mother by birth, but Respectful Lady not only is his ritual mother but has formally adopted him as her son. This means Yifeng will make offerings and perform all the rites and ceremonies after my mother and our father become ancestors in the Afterworld.

My mother pulls Yifeng onto her lap, brushing the bottoms of his shoes so the soles leave no dirt or dust on her silk gown.

“That is all, Miss Zhao.”

“Respectful Lady.” The concubine gives a polite nod and then quietly slips out of the courtyard.

My mother turns to the afternoon’s teaching session, which Yifeng and I share. We will spend each day learning together until he reaches his seventh year, when the Book of Rites orders that boys and girls should not sit on the same mat or eat at the same table. At that time, Yifeng will leave our company and move to the library to spend his hours with private tutors in preparation to take the imperial exams.

“Harmony should be maintained in a household, but everyone knows how hard this is,” Respectful Lady begins. “After all, the written character for trouble is composed of the character for roof with the characters for two women under it, while the character of one woman under a roof means…”

“Peace,” I answer.

“Good. A pig under a roof means…”

“Prison.”

“There is no written character with a man under a roof. Whether animal or woman, we are a man’s possessions. We women exist to give him heirs and feed, clothe, and amuse him. Never forget that.”

While my brother recites simple poems, I work on my embroidery. I hope I’m successful at hiding my disappointment. I know Miss Zhao wasn’t the only one entertaining my father and his friends. Yifeng was also being shown off. Now, when he forgets a line, Respectful Lady glances at me to complete it for him. In this way, I’m learning what he’s learning too. I’m older, so I’m much better at memorizing. I’m even good at using words and images from poems in my thoughts and when I talk. Today, though, I stumble on a line. Respectful Lady purses her lips. “You will not take the imperial exams or become a scholar like your brother,” she points out, “but one day you will be the mother of sons. To help them in their future studies, you must learn now.” It stings to disappoint her when, on a good day, I can recite poems from the Book of Odes and read aloud from the Classic of Filial Piety for Girls. Today is not one of those days.

In the late afternoon, my mother announces it’s time to move to the studio. Yifeng and I follow Respectful Lady at a proper distance. The folds of her gown billow, and her sleeves are picked up on the breeze—just like in a painting. The air moves enough that we are awash in the odor that comes from her bound feet. A special aroma will eventually come from my own feet, my mother likes to remind me when I cry during my binding, and it will fascinate my husband. Today, the scent from my mother’s feet is far from pleasing. I swallow hard as a wave of nausea washes through me.

I have no memories of ever being outside our compound, and I may not pass through the main gate until I’m in my hair-pinning days and am taken to my husband’s home in marriage, but I don’t care. I love our home, especially the studio, with its whitewashed walls, simple furniture, and shelves filled with books and handscrolls. My mother sits on one side of the table; my brother and I sit across from her. My mother watches as I grind the ink on the inkstone and mix in water to achieve the perfect density and blackness. I hold my brush in one hand and with my other hand pull my sleeve up and back so it won’t get stained. Respectful Lady has said that each calligraphy stroke must be fluid, yet bold. Beside me, Yifeng tries his best, but his characters are wobbly. Checking his work causes me to make my second mistake of the day. Instead of my stroke thinning like the end of an eyebrow, I make a blot on the paper. I lift the brush but keep my face down, staring at the mess I’ve made and waiting for my mother to say something.

The silence continues, and I glance up. She gazes out the window, oblivious to me, my mistake, or Yifeng’s wiggling. When she’s like this, we know she’s thinking about my two older brothers, who died on the same day five years ago from heavenly flowers disease—smallpox. If they’d survived, they would be ten and twelve years old. And if they’d lived, my father might not have brought in Miss Zhao, I wouldn’t have Yifeng as my younger brother, and my mother wouldn’t have a ritual son.

My maid, Poppy, enters, and Respectful Lady gives a small nod. Without inspecting my work, she says, “That’s enough for today. Poppy, please have the children change and then bring them to the library to see their father.”

Poppy takes my brother to Miss Zhao, and then the two of us continue to my room. Father bought Poppy for me on the occasion of my birth. She’s fifteen, with big feet. Her eyes are set wide on her face, and she has an obedient disposition. She sleeps on the floor at the foot of my bed and many times has comforted me when I’ve been awakened by a nightmare. She helps me to dress, wash, and eat. I don’t know where Poppy comes from, but she’ll be part of my dowry, which means we’ll be together until whichever one of us dies first.

Having sat nearly all day, I’m antsy, but Poppy will have none of it.

“Yunxian, you are worse than your brother,” she scolds. “Stand still so I can brush your hair.”

“But—”

She holds up a finger. “No!” She gives me a stern look, but it quickly turns into a grin. She spoils me. It’s true. “So, tell me what you learned today.”

I do my best, reciting the usual things: “When I marry, I will respectfully serve my father-in-law. I will not look at him when he speaks to me. I will not address him, ever. I will listen and obey.”

Poppy noisily sucks her teeth to let me know she approves, but my mind is chewing on something Respectful Lady said earlier today. Always remember your place in the world. I was born into the Tan family. My given name is Yunxian, which means Loyal Virtue. Medicine has been in my family for generations, but my father chose a different path. He’s an imperial scholar of the juren level—a “recommended man,” who has passed the provincial exams. He works as a prefect here in Laizhou, which is close to the ocean but hundreds of li from our family’s ancestral home in Wuxi. For longer than my lifetime, he’s been studying to take the next and highest level of the imperial examinations, which take place every three years. The geomancer has already chosen a date for Father to travel to the capital, where he’ll complete his final studies before the testing begins. If he succeeds, the emperor himself will read my father’s essay, announce that he’s achieved the level of jinshi scholar—a “presented scholar”—and award him his title. I don’t know how our lives will change if that happens, except that our family will have taken another step up the ladder of life.

What else can I say about my place in the world? I am eight years old, young enough that I still wear my black hair in ribboned tufts. Respectful Lady has told me that my complexion is as fine as the flesh of a white peach, but that can’t be true since she has Poppy apply ointments to the three pockmarks—one high on my forehead and two side by side on my right cheek—that are visible reminders that I survived smallpox while my brothers didn’t. My feet make up for these defects. They are perfect. Today I wear a pair of silk slippers embroidered by my mother with flowers and bats for good luck.

Poppy nudges me. “And your relations with your future mother-in-law?”

“Yes, yes,” I say, snapping back to my maid. “When she sits, I will remain standing. I will rise early, but I won’t make any noise that could disturb her sleep. I will prepare and serve tea to her—”

Poppy pats my bottom, satisfied that I’m ready to be presented to my father. “That’s enough. Let’s hurry now. We don’t want to upset the master.”

We retrace our steps, picking up Yifeng from the room he shares with Miss Zhao. The three of us walk hand in hand. The rain has finally started, but we’re protected by the colonnade. The drops hitting the tile roof sound comforting, and already the air feels cleaner, lighter, as the humidity is washed out of it.

In the library, my parents sit next to each other in simply carved chairs. An altar table rests against the white wall behind them. A summer orchid blooms from a bronze pot. Respectful Lady’s hands lie folded in her lap. Her feet are propped on a brocade footrest, and her slippers, as small as my own, peek out from under her gown. Respectful Lady is always pale, but today her skin appears almost translucent. A light sheen of sweat glistens on her forehead and upper lip.

My father seems unaffected by the odor coming from my mother’s feet. He sits with his legs spread and his hands on his thighs, so his fingers point inward and his thumbs rest outward. He wears the long, layered robes of his rank. The sleeve guards that edge the hems of his tunic are heavily embroidered. A mandarin square, also embroidered, covers his chest and tells all who see him his grade within the imperial system of civil servants. He motions for Yifeng to come to him. Poppy drops his hand, and Yifeng darts across the floor and jumps into our father’s lap. I would never do that. I lost the ability to run when my feet were bound, but even if I could run, it would be inappropriate for me to act so recklessly. My father laughs. My mother smiles. Poppy squeezes my hand reassuringly.

After five minutes, the visit ends. My father has not said a word to me. I’m not hurt. We’ve both behaved in the proper way. I can be proud of that. Poppy retakes Yifeng’s hand. We’re about to leave when my mother suddenly rises. She sways like a stalk of young bamboo in a spring wind. My father glances at her questioningly. Before he can say a word, she collapses to the floor. Apart from her hands, which lie splayed and limp, and her face, which is as white as a full moon, she looks like a pile of discarded clothing.

Poppy screams. My father leaps from his chair, lifts my mother into his arms, and carries her outside. As he trots down the colonnade, he shouts for other servants to come. They arrive from every corner, including a man and a boy of about twelve. They are only the fifth and sixth males I have ever seen. They must live here, but I’ve been isolated in the inner chambers, where I’ve been protected from the eyes of boys and men apart from my father, Yifeng, and the two brothers I barely remember.

“Take my horse and fetch the doctor!” Father orders. “Bring hot water! No! Bring cold water! Compresses! And find Miss Zhao!”

The old man and the boy break away, as do the cook and the kitchen scullery maid. When Father reaches my mother’s room, the remaining servants and I follow him inside. Respectful Lady’s marriage bed is big and spacious—like a little house, with three small rooms—to give utmost privacy. A moon-shaped archway leads to the sleeping platform. Father lays Respectful Lady on the quilt, sets her arms by her sides, and straightens her gown so the silk drapes over her feet. Then he smooths the tendrils of hair that have come loose from her bun and tucks them behind her ears.

“Wake up, Wife,” he pleads. I’ve never heard him speak so tenderly, not even to Yifeng. He glances back at the rest of us crowded into the marriage bed’s first antechamber. “Where is Miss Zhao? Get her!”

A couple of servants run out, while others enter with hot and cold buckets of water.

At last, Miss Zhao arrives. She touches Father’s shoulder. “It’s best if you leave.” She turns to the servants. “All of you too, except for Yunxian.”

My father regards me. I see in his expression something new, but I’m unsure what it is.

“Maybe I should take the girl,” he says to his concubine.

“Leave her here. She needs to learn.” Miss Zhao puts a hand on the small of his back. “Let us know when the doctor arrives.”

Once everyone has left, Miss Zhao looks at me squarely, which is yet another thing that has never happened before. “I suspected this would happen,” she says. “We can hope that by fainting Respectful Lady has given us time to help her.”

“But what’s wrong?” I ask timidly.

“I’ve been told your mother took great care with your footbinding, choosing to do it with her own hands. Too often a mother can turn sentimental when her daughter cries, but not Respectful Lady. She did everything correctly, and not once did your feet become infected. Now you know how to take care of your feet—”

“Poppy helps me—”

“But you understand that maintenance is required.”

“Unbind the feet every four days,” I begin to recite, knowing these rules are no less important than those for the stages of my life or how to behave toward my future mother-in-law. “Wash them. Trim the toenails and sand down any places where a bone might break through the skin—”

“Whether toenails or a shard of bone, if the skin breaks, you must take extra care to keep the wound clean. Otherwise, you will get an infection. If you ignore it, the bound foot—unable to find fresh air—will begin to fester. Some mothers take this risk when binding their daughters’ feet.” Some of the pride I feel in my feet falls away when she adds, “The person who bound my feet allowed this to happen and was able to break off my dead toes. This is why my feet are so very small, and it is something your father appreciates.”

Now is not the time to crow, but I can’t possibly say that to Miss Zhao.

“My point is,” she goes on, “infection can set in, and if a mother isn’t vigilant, then her daughter will probably die. But little girls aren’t the only ones who can perish. Adult women who don’t properly care for their feet can also succumb.”

With that, Miss Zhao pulls Respectful Lady’s gown up to reveal the embroidered leggings that cover the unsightly bulge of the bent heel and crushed arch. This lump of useless and unappealing flesh is supposed to remain hidden, and seeing it reminds me of something Respectful Lady told me during my binding: “Our feet don’t shrink or disappear. The bones are simply moved and manipulated to create the illusion of golden lilies.”

Miss Zhao unties one of the leggings and pulls it free to expose fiery rivers of red that streak up my mother’s leg. What startles me even more is the look of her calf. It is as thin as rope, far more slender and formless than mine. I reach out to touch what looks so clearly wrong, but Miss Zhao grabs my wrist and pulls me back. She picks up one of my mother’s feet. It looks tiny in her hand.

“Our legs become emaciated because our feet cannot carry what lies beneath the skin,” Miss Zhao states. “This is nothing to worry about. The problem is, your mother has an infection.”

I struggle to make sense of this. Respectful Lady is respectful in all ways, including in the care of her body. She would never ignore her feet.

“I’m going to unwrap her foot,” Miss Zhao explains. “Are you ready?”

When I nod, Miss Zhao slips off the shoe and hands it to me. The smell worsens. The concubine swallows, and then proceeds to unwind the three-meter length of gauze binding cloth. With each layer removed, the smell of decay gets stronger. When Miss Zhao gets closer to the skin, the cloth comes away stained yellow and green. Finally, the foot is naked. A jagged sliver of bone protrudes from the left side of the midfoot. Freed from the bindings—and I can’t imagine the pain my mother must have been experiencing—the foot swells before our eyes.

“Get the bucket.”

I do as I’m told. Miss Zhao gently moves my mother’s leg so it dangles off the side of the bed and places her foot in the water. My mother stirs but doesn’t waken.

“Go to Respectful Lady’s dressing table and bring me her ointments and powders.”

I do as I’m told. My father’s concubine shakes some of the same astringent Poppy uses on my feet into the water. It’s made from ground mulberry root, tannin, and frankincense. By the time the doctor arrives, Miss Zhao and I have patted dry my mother’s foot, sprinkled alum between the toes and over the injury, and set it on a pillow. My mother has stirred each time we’ve moved her, but she has yet to open her eyes.

“You stay here,” Miss Zhao says. “I’ll talk to your father to see how he wants to proceed. A male doctor may not see or touch a female patient. A go-between is needed. Often the husband is chosen, but I will volunteer.”

As soon as she’s gone, my mother’s eyes flutter open. “I do not want that woman in my room,” she says weakly. “Go out there. Tell your father that she cannot be the go-between.”

I step into the corridor. It’s still raining, and I gulp in the fresh air. Even so, the smell of my mother’s rotting flesh clings to the back of my throat. My father and Miss Zhao speak to a man who must be the doctor. I have now seen my seventh male. He wears a long robe in dark blue fabric. His gray hair laps at the curve of his stooped shoulders. I’m afraid to approach, but I must. I walk up to my father, pull on his sleeve, and say, “Respectful Lady is awake, and she asks that I be the go-between.”

The man I take to be the doctor says, “Prefect Tan, it would be proper for you to do this duty.” But when my father’s eyes brim with tears, the doctor turns to Miss Zhao. “I suspect you have some experience with the ailments that afflict women.”

I am only a girl, but I must honor my mother’s wishes. “Respectful Lady wants—”

My father slaps the back of his hand against his other palm to stop me from saying another word. Silently he weighs the possibilities. Then he speaks.

“Doctor Ho, you will use my daughter.” Father looks down at me. “You repeat exactly what the doctor says to your mother and what your mother says back to the doctor. Do you understand?”

I nod solemnly. His decision reflects his love for my mother. I’m sure of it.

The adults exchange a few more words, and then my father is led away by Miss Zhao.

The doctor asks me a series of questions, which I take to Respectful Lady. She answers, “No, I have not eaten spicy foods. You can tell him my sleep is fine. I am not suffering from excessive emotions.”

I go back and forth between Doctor Ho in the colonnade and my mother in her bed. The questions—and the responses—seem to have little to do with my mother’s infection. That she doesn’t volunteer these details puzzles me.

After the doctor is satisfied, he writes a prescription. The scullery maid is sent to a pharmacy to pick up the herbs for the formula. The cook brews the decoction, and a few hours later, when it’s ready, it’s brought to my mother’s room. I lift the cup to her lips, and she takes a few sips before falling back on her pillow.

“It’s late,” she says in a soft voice. “You should go to bed.”

“Let me stay here. I can hold the cup for you.”

She turns her head to face the wooden panels on the back wall of the marriage bed. Her fingers press against one of them, idly wiggling it in its frame. “I will have finished the drink by the time you’ve washed your face.”

I go to my room, change into bedclothes and sleeping slippers, lie down, and nestle between the goose-down-filled mattress and a cotton quilt. I’m drained by all I’ve seen and find myself drifting off to sleep. I don’t know how much time has passed before I’m awakened abruptly by the sound of people running. In the gloom, I see Poppy sit up and yawn. She lights the oil lamp. The sputtering flame casts dancing shadows on the walls. We quickly dress and go out to the corridor. The rain has stopped, but it’s dark. The birds singing in the trees tell me dawn is coming.

Just as we reach Respectful Lady’s room, Cook rushes out and turns so swiftly that she nearly crashes into us. I totter on my bound feet, thrown off-balance. I place a hand on the wall to steady myself. When she sees me, she wipes tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “So sorry. So sorry.”

The household is thrown into more commotion as Miss Zhao crosses the courtyard with Doctor Ho behind her. Without pausing, they enter Respectful Lady’s room. I start forward. Cook says, “Don’t go in there.” But I slip past her and through the door. The smell is something I will never forget.

A curtain has been hung over the front of the third chamber of my mother’s marriage bed. My father sits on a stool before it. My mother’s bare arm rests in his lap, the palm facing the ceiling. Doctor Ho tells my father to wrap Respectful Lady’s wrist in a linen handkerchief. Once my father finishes this task, the doctor steps forward and places three fingers on the cloth. He closes his eyes to concentrate, but how can he feel anything through the handkerchief?

I look away and glimpse the cup I held up to my mother last night. My heart thumps in my chest as I realize she never took another sip.

Over the next two days, the entire household is busy. Servants come and go. More herbs are brewed for “invigorating” teas. I’m once again sent in to ask Doctor Ho’s questions and return to him with Respectful Lady’s answers. Nothing helps. Respectful Lady continues to weaken. When I touch her hand or cheek, I feel burning heat. Her foot, still balanced atop the pillow, has grown to the size of a melon. Rather, a cracked melon that oozes foul-smelling fluids. A prized characteristic of a perfectly bound foot is the cleft formed when the toes come back to meet the heel of the foot. Ideally, it should be so deep that a large silver coin can slide into the crevice. Now bloody goo drips from the slit, while the red streaks have continued to climb up her leg. As the hours pass, Respectful Lady becomes less interested in the words that shower down on her, turning her face to the back wall of her enclosed bed. I’m allowed to stand next to her, to comfort her and let her know she’s not alone.

She mumbles names. “Mama. Baba.” When she cries out for my brothers who died, my index finger seeks out the heavenly flowers scars on my face.

On the fourth night, Father, Miss Zhao, and Yifeng enter. Tears stain Miss Zhao’s powdered cheeks. Even when her face shows sorrow, she is still beautiful. My father chews on the insides of his cheeks, reining in his emotions. Yifeng is too young to understand what’s happening and gallops toward the bed. My father scoops him up before he can disturb our mother. Respectful Lady raises an arm and touches my brother’s boot.

“Remember me, Son. Make offerings for me.”

After the threesome leaves, only Respectful Lady, our two maids, and I remain. The lamps are trimmed low. The gentle plink-plink of rain on the roof fills the room. My mother’s breathing slows. A breath, then a long pause. A breath, then a long pause. Again, the names of those gone fall from her lips. I don’t know if she’s looking for them or if she’s responding to their calls to her from their home in the Afterworld.

Suddenly she turns to face me. Her eyes open wide. For the first time in hours, she’s fully here.

“Come closer.” She reaches for me. I take her hand and lean in to hear. “I lament that life is like a sunbeam passing through a crack in a wall and that I won’t live to see you become a wife and mother. We won’t have the sorrows of partings or the joys of reunions. I won’t be able to help you when you have disappointments or rejoice with you in moments of good fortune.”

She once again closes her eyes and lets her head fall away from me. She doesn’t release my hand. Instead, even as she murmurs the names of the dead, she squeezes it and I squeeze back.

“To live is to suffer,” she mutters. This is her last coherent sentence. She cries, “Mama, Mama, Mama.” She mumbles my brother’s name. “Yifeng. Yifeng. Come!” She does not call for me.

I’m exhausted, but I continue to stand vigil despite the ache I feel in my feet. As tired as I am, I want to share in her pain. Mother to daughter. Life to death.

In the deepest darkness of the night, Respectful Lady takes her last breath, having reached twenty-eight years of age. I’m nearly overwhelmed by feelings of helplessness and guilt. I should have been more—a son of Respectful Lady’s own blood who would be worth living for. I should have been able to do more to help her.






The Threshold Is High

Respectful Lady is barely in the ground when the long-appointed day for my father’s departure to Beijing to make his final preparations before taking the next level of the imperial exams arrives. Miss Zhao, Yifeng, Poppy, and I are to be sent to live with my paternal grandparents in Wuxi. My father has arranged for most of the journey to be by water, and he’s hired two bodyguards to protect us. I’m allowed to choose something to keep that belonged to my mother. I pick her red wedding shoes. Crying servants pack our furniture, clothing, and other household items, which are taken away on mule-drawn carts. My mother’s personal servant is sold to a salt merchant. The cook and the scullery maid will stay until our last meal is served, but my father has sold them to… Who? Where? I’m not told. We are in mourning. I do not recite poems or the rules for girls. I do not practice my calligraphy or play the zither. Instead, I sit with Miss Zhao as she supervises my embroidery. In bed at night, after Poppy falls asleep, I hold my mother’s shoes and weep.

Miss Zhao, Poppy, my brother, and I leave six mornings after my father’s departure. Miss Zhao gives Yifeng and me pieces of candied ginger to suck. “It will help with movement illness,” she says. We step over the threshold and into the street. A part of me aches to be leaving the only place I’ve ever been, but another part is excited to see what’s outside the gate. Not much as it turns out. Miss Zhao and my brother enter a palanquin, the door is closed, and they’re carried away by four men. One of the bodyguards opens the door to the second palanquin. Poppy gives me a gentle nudge. I climb in. “I’ll follow on foot,” she says.

The palanquin jiggles as the men lift it, and we’re on our way. This is the first time I can remember being inside a palanquin. No window allows me to look outside, and the air inside is stale and hot. The box sways and bumps, responding to the individual footfalls of the bearers. I immediately feel sick to my stomach. I suck harder on the ginger. I have nowhere to settle my gaze. Outside, I hear vendors calling for customers, the creak of wagon wheels, the brays of a complaining donkey. Odors seep into the palanquin. Some I recognize—food cooked on open braziers, sewage, and something that smells like the padded fur jackets we wear in winter. I feel even more queasy.

The palanquin jerks to a stop and is lowered to the ground. The door opens. Poppy reaches in a hand to help me out. What I see is more than my eyes can take in or absorb. So many people. And they’re doing… everything. I must be standing with my mouth agape, because Miss Zhao waves her hand in front of my face and says, “Your mother would have preferred that you keep your eyes on the ground. Please act properly to honor her. Now come. Follow me.”

She leads me through the bustle of the dock. With my eyes down, all I see are Miss Zhao’s flowing skirt, Yifeng’s black shoes, and the two sets of boots belonging to the bodyguards. Once on deck, we’re escorted to a room with four pallets on which to sleep. The room is also outfitted with a pitcher of water, a honeypot to do our business, and a bucket with a lid. The walls have no decoration, not even a window to look out of. The palanquin was hot and close, but this room feels worse.

The next six days and nights are miserable—far, far, far beyond what the soothing qualities of candied ginger can remedy. Poppy gets sick first, which is when Miss Zhao tells us the purpose of the bucket. I get sick next. Then the three of us take turns lifting the lid to the bucket. Only Yifeng remains unaffected.

Just before dawn on the seventh morning, the pitching lessens. Miss Zhao, who in recent hours has propped her forehead on the crook of her arm against the edge of the bucket, lifts her head and announces, “We’ve turned up the Yangzi. Soon we’ll veer onto the Huangpu to reach Shanghai.” A hint of a smile lifts her lips for the first time in days. “The city that abounds in everything.” Without asking a single question, I’m learning a lot about my father’s concubine. She clearly had a life before she entered our home. She has been as considerate of me on this journey as she has of her own son. And she seems to have respect for my mother.

Too fast to see much of anything, we’re escorted to a sampan. The bodyguards take our traveling bags to the shelter where we’re to spend the journey, but Miss Zhao doesn’t follow.

“How long will it take us to reach Wuxi?” she asks the boatman.

“If the wind gives us more strength than the current, then maybe a couple of days,” he answers.

Miss Zhao closes her eyes in response. I understand. I’m still unsteady from our ocean journey, and the bobbing of the sampan isn’t calming my stomach one bit. When the bodyguards emerge from the shelter, she sways over to them. They’re supposed to be protecting us, but they back away as though they’re being approached by a fox spirit.

“I don’t know that I’ll be able to stand more days in a windowless space,” she says to them in her melodious voice. Then she gestures to Yifeng and me. “And I don’t think they’ll be able to either. Please let us remain outside, where it will be more comfortable.”

The bodyguards deny her request, insisting that they need to protect us.

“Even if a farmer or another boatman glimpses us,” she replies, “in a moment we will have sailed past.”

“We don’t want to get in trouble,” one of the bodyguards says. “Prefect Tan—”

“Need never know,” she finishes. “We can keep this a secret between us.”

After a bit more back-and-forth, she settles an arrangement by placing coins in their hands. Poppy and I exchange glances. We aren’t supposed to like the concubine, but in this moment we’re both grateful to her. As one guard takes a position at the front of the sampan and the other stands at the rear with the boatman, Miss Zhao herds Yifeng, Poppy, and me to seats under a canopy. The boatman pushes us away from the dock. Now I can see everything. The buildings, the people, the activities on the shore all help to distract me from my nausea. After an hour or so, the boatman steers us onto the Wusong River, which is far smaller than the Huangpu. We’re still going against the current, but the shift in direction also means a shift in the wind. It comes from behind us now, and we glide over the smoother waters. The boatman maneuvers the oar rhythmically as we pass li upon li of rice paddies. No walls hide the view or limit the sky. When Yifeng needs to relieve himself, Miss Zhao holds on to him so he can do his business right into the swirling waters.

“Time to eat,” the boatman announces as the sun peeks through the clouds. He ties the sampan to a tree growing on the bank. He gives Miss Zhao a basket filled with rice balls stuffed with peanuts, which she hands out to each of us. After lunch, when the boatman takes Yifeng ashore to run off some energy, Miss Zhao says, “You’ve now gone many days without studying. I wanted you to have time to let your feelings settle.”

My breath catches. I don’t want to talk about my grief with her.

“And, of course, there was the horror of the ocean voyage…” She shakes her head as if to push the memory of it from her mind. “But now it’s time to begin again, don’t you think?”

“Respectful Lady was my teacher.”

Miss Zhao looks at me with such sympathy that I have to fight back tears.

“She was a wonderful teacher to you and Yifeng. Could there be a better way to honor her than to continue what she started?”

The rice balls feel like rocks in my stomach. I swallow hard.

“Maybe you think because I’m a concubine that all I know is how to be beautiful for your father and provide him with amusements,” she goes on, “but he wouldn’t care for me if I didn’t have other skills. I can read and write. I’ve studied the classics. So let’s see what you know. Tell me, what are a wife’s main duties?”

“To give birth to sons, uphold rules, and perform rituals that will guarantee a family’s success,” I mumble the list.

“And a concubine’s main duty, once you put aside everything else, is to provide a son if the wife is unable. I did that for your mother.”

I lift my eyes. I’m almost too scared to ask my question. “Are you going to become Father’s wife now?”

“This is not the time for you to worry about that,” she answers. But she can’t hide the longing in her voice when she adds, “Even if your father chooses me to become his wife, I know I could never replace Respectful Lady in your heart. For now, let’s open a book. I would love to hear you read.”

Yifeng and the boatman return to the sampan. We spend the rest of the afternoon drifting along a canal. I read aloud, and the others listen. If I stumble on a character, Miss Zhao leans over my shoulder to help me figure it out. When one of the guards points out a curiosity on the shore or Yifeng suddenly yips his delight at seeing something for the first time, Miss Zhao allows me to close my book and look too. Respectful Lady would never have done something like that, but I can’t fault Miss Zhao since she isn’t a real mother.

As the sky ripples pink at the end of the day, the boatman pulls to the shore and moors the vessel for the night. He makes us a simple meal of rice, braised bean curd, and sautéed river fish with soy sauce and green onions plucked from a nearby field. Miss Zhao, Yifeng, Poppy, and I go inside to find two pallets. Poppy will sleep on the floor by my feet as she usually does. Miss Zhao and Yifeng snuggle together. I have a pallet to myself. My entire body aches for my mother, and I’m pretty sure I’ll never be able to fall asleep. Then, shockingly, I feel a hand on my back. It can only belong to Miss Zhao. She begins to hum softly and rub my back in small circles. I stay as still as possible, because I don’t want to let her know that I know it’s her…

We leave early the next morning. Hours slip by, but not once am I bored. There’s so much to see—a nearly naked boy sitting on the back of a water buffalo, farmers stooped in fields, willows draping long tendrils into the river. Sounds enchant my ears—the quacking of a flock of geese tended to by a pair of giggling girls about my age, a group of children with barrels tied to their backs to keep them afloat as they splash in the water, the boatman singing a country song. We glide on rivers, ponds, and small lakes, and finally along ever smaller and narrower canals. When I glimpse Miss Zhao gazing at the sights with the same intensity as I am, I realize she’s doing what I’m doing—taking in as many images as she can to preserve for later.

Finally, we reach the outskirts of Wuxi. “I’m told you are to be taken to the Tin Mountain district,” the boatman says. When Miss Zhao nods, he goes on. “We are close to Lake Tai. Have you heard of it?”

“When I was younger, I used to go to the dragon boat races on the lake,” she answers.

I know of the Dragon Boat Festival, but I never went to the activities in Wuxi. First, I was a baby and too young. Then my feet were being bound. I could have gone last year, but I had a fever and had to stay in bed. My father took Respectful Lady and Yifeng. How they talked about the fun they had—describing the decorations on each boat, the colorful costumes the rowers wore, and the strategies the boatmen used to win. I remember as well how upset Miss Zhao was that my father hadn’t let her join the party and how quietly pleased my mother was to see the concubine sulk. This year, my father took Miss Zhao, which left my mother more melancholy than usual.

Miss Zhao turns to me. “Maybe we can go together next year.”

I can tell she’s trying to be nice to me—and I’ve always wanted to go—but does she think she can buy my favor as easily as she bought the bodyguards? I keep my answer short. “Maybe.”

She draws in her chin and looks away. After a long silence, she says, “We don’t know what awaits us at your grandparents’ home. I am not your mother, and it seems you don’t want me as a friend either, but you might want to reconsider that. When we step over this new threshold, you will know only three people—Poppy, your brother, and me. It’s important for women—and girls—to find friendship and steadfastness where they can. I can be those things for you if you’ll let me.” She holds up a hand to keep me from speaking. “We’re almost there. I’ll gather our belongings.”

Suddenly I’m scared. Everything the concubine said is true. My entire life has been turned upside down, and now we’re about to enter a strange household where we won’t know a single soul apart from each other.

The boat turns onto a new canal just as Miss Zhao comes back onto the deck. Both banks are lined with walled enclaves from which roofs sprout like small villages. The boatman steers the sampan to a stone dock, which looks like a floating pavilion with its upturned eaves and stone balustrades. My grandparents’ home is called the Mansion of Golden Light. The gray walls that protect the property stretch down the road that parallels the canal in both directions. The main gate rises proudly, with the family name carved in the plinth at the top. A pair of stone lions stand guard, one on either side of the heavily carved wooden doors. The gatekeeper calls to someone inside, “They’re here! They’re here!”

I take a last look around me, positive that once I step over the threshold and into the Mansion of Golden Light I won’t leave it again until my wedding day. Then I give myself a little shake and return my gaze to the gate, still nervous after Miss Zhao’s caution.

The threshold is high to show the importance of the family, and Miss Zhao and I must be careful as we step over it. To the right and left, servants’ rooms edge against the protective wall.

I won’t let myself be separated from Poppy, and I pull her along with me as we continue into a courtyard. A woman with bound feet greets us. She’s slender and pretty but no match to my mother or Miss Zhao. She addresses Yifeng—the lone male in our group. “My name is Inky. I manage the day-to-day affairs in the Mansion of Golden Light. I will make sure your needs are met.” She runs her eyes over each of us from top to bottom. When she sees Poppy’s big feet, her forehead crinkles in clear disapproval. Then she straightens her narrow shoulders and gestures around her. “There are five courtyards here. Your grandparents have asked that you stay in the rooms at the back of the compound, where our inner chambers are located. We hope you will find them satisfactory.”

We quickly pass through the second and third courtyards. Covered colonnades fringe the sides. The beams and rafters are carved and painted. The buildings themselves are impressive, with tile roofs that look like fish scales and upturned eaves with glazed guardian figures protecting the corners. Each courtyard is grander than the last, but Inky doesn’t tell us what they’re for or who lives in them. When we enter the fourth courtyard, she stops to explain, pointing to her right. “Those are the rooms where Master Tan and Lady Ru see patients.” She gestures to her left. “Here are Master Tan’s bedroom and study. Your grandmother has the rooms next to his. Do not bother them when they’re seeing patients.” Inky considers what she’s said, then adds, “Do not make noise of any sort.” She looks at my brother. “This means you especially.”

We reach the fifth courtyard. As in all households—even a smaller one like where I lived with Father and Respectful Lady—the rooms farthest from the main gate are considered the safest, so they are where all the unmarried girls, including the concubines, reside. Inky dips her head politely in my direction. “Please wait here.” Then, “Miss Zhao, follow me.”

My father’s concubine takes two steps, then turns back to make sure I’m watching where she’s going. I nod to let her know I am.

Poppy and I stand together, surrounded by grandeur neither of us has seen before, while Inky escorts Miss Zhao and Yifeng up a step, across the colonnade, and into a room. I quickly count the doors on that side of the courtyard. Her room is the third from the left.

Inky returns, and Poppy and I follow her up a step across the courtyard from Miss Zhao’s room. A door stands ajar. “We’ve been waiting for you,” Inky says, “and everything has been prepared. We hope you will find your quarters satisfactory.”

The space is probably four times the size of what I had back home. A table and chair are positioned before one wall. Porcelain brush holders sprout calligraphy brushes in every size and shape. Books and handscrolls fill shelves behind the desk. My zither has been placed against another wall. Instead of the kang on which I’ve slept my whole life, my mother’s marriage bed rises before me—a room within a room. Seeing it, I feel as though a sword is driven through my chest.

Inky stares at me sympathetically. “Your grandmother thought you would want to be close to the one who brought you into the world.”

I blink away tears.

When I don’t say anything, Inky turns to Poppy. Instructions are given. Things are pointed out. I absorb none of it. I miss my mother.

Later, after Poppy has bathed me and dressed me in clean clothes, I’m brought to meet my grandparents in the Greeting Hall. My mother and father are so much in my mind that I’m startled to see my grandparents seated as my parents were in their paired chairs on the night Respectful Lady collapsed. I drop to my knees and put my forehead on the floor.

“Please rise,” Grandfather Tan says. “Step forward so we can get a better look at you.”

I feel my grandparents’ eyes on me as I move.

“Lift your face,” Grandfather Tan orders.

He wears a long silk underrobe of deep blue silk, with an embroidered hem, a belt with a jade buckle, and a tassel that hangs to the side. He has a wispy mustache, and a thin beard sprouts from his chin. He winds the tail with his fingers so that it curls down midchest. His eyes look kind, and his hands appear smooth and pale. Wrinkles like bird tracks in sand run from the corners of his eyes. The word to describe Grandmother Ru other than old is plump. She should have wrinkles, but her face is smooth and unaffected by her years. Pearls and jade pieces decorate her tunic, which is embellished with embroidery on the hem, sleeve edges, and neck. Her hair is still black, piled high on her head, and held in place with jade pins and other gold ornaments.

After what feels like an eternity, Grandmother Ru comments, “She looks like her mother.”

With that, I start to cry.

“Bring her to me,” Grandmother Ru says.

Before I can begin to take in what’s happening, Grandfather Tan has picked me up and put me on Grandmother Ru’s lap. She wraps one arm around my waist to hold me close, while her other hand goes to the back of my head to bring me to her shoulder. “There, Child. Let the tears come.”

Grandfather Tan gently pats my back. He makes comforting cooing sounds, and then says, “This is your home now. Don’t worry. We will take care of you.”






No Mud, No Lotus

“Guan, guan cry the ospreys,” I recite, “on the islet in the river. The beautiful and good young lady is a fine mate for the lord.”

Grandfather Tan laughs as I come to the end of the first stanza of the “Air of the Fish Hawks” from the Book of Odes. He likes to listen to me recite poems or chant from the classics, especially in the evenings, when he treats himself to cups of wine. Now he turns to Grandmother Ru, who sits on the other side of the tea table. “Does this poem tell the story of a young noble finding a kind and lovely maiden? Is it a criticism of the government, an allegory about Queen Tai Si, who was the ideal and idolized wife of King Wen, or an example of how people should behave in relation to bedroom affairs?”

She waves him off. “Do we need to discuss these things in front of Yunxian? She’s too young.”

“But she’s smart!” He pinches his beard between thumb and forefinger.

“You praise her too highly and with such glowing words,” Grandmother teases. Both grandparents adore me, but I spend the most time with my grandmother. While propriety would dictate that we maintain physical distance from each other, she likes to keep me close. Her hugs and kisses go against everything I’ve been taught, but I love them just the same.

“I waited a long time to have a granddaughter,” he responds. Even though it’s just the three of us, he’s dressed to show his status. The square on the chest of his outer robe is embroidered with a purple mandarin duck, signifying to the world that he’s a Gentleman Scholar of the seventh rank. The body of his hat is made of black silk with a dome of ruby-red silk.

“You mean one who can entertain you.”

Grandfather nods, admitting she’s correct.

Grandmother smiles at him indulgently before returning to the book she’s been poring over. We’re in the pharmacy, which smells of herbs. Three pearwood medicine chests the color of warm amber, each with dozens of small drawers and three large drawers along the bottom, sit side by side within arm’s reach. Characters in fine calligraphy describe what herb, mineral, or bone each drawer holds. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with earthenware jars, baskets, and tins occupy a side wall. On the opposite wall, anatomical drawings show meridians from the front, sides, and back of a body, head to foot. Beneath these, a row of chairs stands in a straight line for patients who come for treatment. A high table in the center of the room allows my grandparents to stand when they weigh and mix formulas. The tea table is small, but it’s where they spend most of the day. They share love, respect, and work, with no cross words between them.

“I’m thinking about your nephew’s wife,” Grandmother says, officially changing the subject. “Lady Huang is pregnant for the sixth time, but she’s been bleeding and she’s having trouble passing urine.”

Lady Huang. I’m not sure who she is. Like all married women, including my grandmother, she goes by her natal family’s name.

“Are you positive Lady Huang is with child?” Grandfather asks.

“Men think it’s difficult to diagnose pregnancy, and sometimes it is. But two months ago, just to make sure, I gave her a tea made from lovage root and mugwort leaves.” Grandmother juts her chin. “The lady drank it, and the baby moved as it was supposed to.”

“Leave Lady Huang alone to grow and deliver her baby in peace,” Grandfather declares. “It is my belief—and that of other scholar-physicians—that birth is best when it is natural. When the blossom is full and the melon is round, they drop of their own accord. We see this in gardens, but we also observe it in animals. One never hears of monkeys dying from difficulties in giving birth. Therefore, this should not occur with women. A complicated birth happens only when others try to manage, control, or hurry it.”

Grandmother sighs. “Only a man who has not endured labor would say that.”

“Perhaps a formula to cool her qi—”

“Cool? For a woman having trouble in her child palace? Rarely.”

It is said—truthfully, I’ve been told—that Grandfather married Grandmother because she came from a family of hereditary doctors. After all, everyone benefits when a wife can see to the medical needs of the women and children in her household. As an imperial scholar, Grandfather also had an interest in medicine. Just as every wife must give her husband at least one son, it is a man’s duty to ensure the family line. The best way to accomplish this is to see that wives and concubines not only get pregnant and give birth but also survive. Grandfather, even as a young man, liked to read ancient medical texts. When he served as Grand Master for Governance, he worked in the secondary capital of Nanjing, where he was an official on the Board of Punishments. He continued his personal studies even as he spent years away from home, traveling to perform his duties—just as my father might if he passes the next level of imperial exams. When Grandfather returned from his years in Nanjing, he was recognized as a ming yi—a “famous doctor”—in the tradition of literati physicians. His learning comes from reading books; Grandmother Ru’s training comes from following her parents, who learned from their parents, who learned from their parents, and so on.

“Then what do you suggest?” Grandfather asks. He is not just a man of distinction but also the headman of our clan. His word rules, and we are all to obey. That said, he respects Grandmother’s expertise and often follows her advice.

“I’ll examine her first before I decide,” she answers.

Grandfather nods slowly.

“In a few days, Midwife Shi will come to see Lady Huang,” Grandmother adds.

At this, Grandfather pauses and looks sternly at Grandmother. “You know I don’t approve of midwives.” When he turns to me, I know I’m about to be tested. “Tell me why.”

I don’t want to answer, because whatever I say will irritate Grandmother. But what else can I do? “There is no place for the Three Aunties and Six Grannies in a gentry family’s home,” I recite, my head down so I don’t have to see Grandmother’s reaction.

“And who are they?” he asks.

I stare at my slippers, torn between the two people who care for me. A finger lifts my chin. Grandmother says, “Answer your grandfather.”

“The Three Aunties are Buddhist nuns, Taoist nuns, and fortune-tellers. The Six Grannies are matchmakers, shamans, drug sellers, brokers, procuresses, and midwives.” I recite the list from memory without knowing what some of those on it are.

“Respectable families don’t allow religious women into our homes because we follow Confucian ideals,” Grandfather says. “As for the others, they are snakes and scorpions to be avoided at all costs.”

“Husband, you know perfectly well that—”

“Beyond this,” Grandfather grumbles, “midwives are linked to wicked deeds like abortion and infanticide. Who hasn’t heard of the sort of midwife who, when confronted by a baby who refuses to leave the child palace, cuts off its arm so she might bring it into the world?”

Grandmother shakes her head. “This happens on the rarest occasions and is done only to save a mother’s life—”

“Their standing is further lowered,” Grandfather continues, “because they’re often called upon to check a woman’s virginity in court cases and perform corpse inspections in instances of unnatural deaths—”

“Husband!” Grandmother snaps. “This is too much for Yunxian to hear.” She turns to me and modulates her voice. “Child, look at me,” she says softly. “Respect your grandfather in all things but know as well that midwives are a necessity. A more pleasing phrase we use for a midwife is she who collects the newborn.” Her eyes glide back to Grandfather. “You do not touch blood. I do not touch blood. We consult from afar. I might attend to a woman in labor—giving her herbs to speed delivery and make the baby slippery—and after birth provide the decoctions that will rebuild her vitality, but I would never try to catch an infant—”

“Confucius made clear that any profession in which blood is involved is considered to be beneath us,” Grandfather agrees. “A midwife’s contact with blood places her on the same base level as a butcher. Furthermore, midwives are disreputable. They are too much in the world.”

“Perhaps.” Grandmother sighs. “But since we physicians acknowledge blood as corrupt and corrupting, then how can a woman give birth without the aid of a midwife?”

“Peasant women—”

“Work in the fields all day, have their babies in the corners of their shacks, and then cook dinner for their families,” Grandmother finishes for him.

“So—”

“So nothing!” Grandmother is starting to lose her temper. “Have you seen that with your own eyes? Maybe those women have a mother-in-law in the household who helps them. Maybe there’s a midwife who works in the village. Maybe—”

Grandfather holds up a palm in an effort to make peace, but Grandmother isn’t done.

“Do men die in childbirth?” she asks. “No, they do not! Even the empress is attended by a midwife. So don’t tell me that a woman can just give birth by herself! If giving birth is so easy and painless—”

“I never said it was painless—”

“If giving birth is so natural,” Grandmother continues, “then how is it fated that labor and delivery put life at risk? A woman is the only animal on earth who should not deliver her offspring alone, because the baby comes out facedown, making it nearly impossible for a woman to pull it out by herself. A midwife is indispensable, whether you like it or not.”

“Indispensable,” Grandfather echoes.

“And midwives can receive great rewards—”

He nods, finally giving in. “If one is lucky enough to attend to imperial women in the Forbidden City, she is rewarded on a level even men like me can envy.”

“Land, gold, titles—”

Still trying to make peace, he adds, “We could also say that two families cannot be joined without the consultation of a matchmaker.” But, since he’s entitled to having the last word, he can’t stop himself from finishing with “That doesn’t make these women any less unsavory.”

Grandmother gives him a quick look but remains silent. Feeling he’s won, Grandfather brightens. He once again addresses me. “Tell me about qi.”

I recite in the same way I do poems, couplets, and the rules by which a girl should live. “Qi is the material basis and life-sustaining force of all existence within the body—”

“A parrot can say words,” Grandmother interrupts, still irritated, it seems, by Grandfather’s views on midwives, “but does it understand their deeper meaning?”

I try harder. “Everything in the universe has qi. Mountains, stars, animals, people, emotions—”

“I like to say qi is the pulsation of the cosmos,” Grandmother comments, “while the body is a reflection of the cosmos—all governed by yin and yang.”

Hearing Grandmother’s hint, information I’ve memorized since I came here rushes from my mouth. “Yin and yang are dark and light, down and up, inner and outer, old and young, water and fire, Earth and Heaven.”

Grandfather encourages me to continue. “Yin is—”

“The source of death,” I finish for him.

“Yang is—”

“The root of life. Yin is shadowy and female, while yang is positive and male.”

Grandfather nods his approval, and I smile back at him. He directs his next comment to Grandmother Ru. “This girl is intelligent. We should not restrict her to ordinary needlework. We should allow her to study my medicine.”

In the last three months I’ve heard him say something like this many times, and each time a spark of hope ignites inside me. My father and uncle didn’t want to become doctors, and I hear they both have ambitious plans for their sons that don’t include medicine. Even now, my brother is learning the discipline required for studying for the imperial exams. That leaves me. I so wish to learn from my grandparents. Everything they say opens new pathways in my mind. And, if I could become a doctor one day, then I might be able to help the mother of a girl like me. Grandmother, however, has yet to be convinced.

“Today I’ve spoken of blood, but the more important substance is Blood,” she says, ignoring him. “They sound like the same word, but how are they different?”

This is a simple question with an easy answer. “We have the blood we can see when our skin gets cut,” I say, “but Blood is a bigger essence. In women, Blood is the leader. It is what allows a woman to become pregnant and feed a fetus. It turns into mother’s milk upon her giving birth.”

“Exactly. You must put aside the idea of function,” Grandmother Ru explains. “We are not concerned with veins and arteries, muscles and bones, or organs with specific occupations. We are looking to find how illnesses arise from imbalances in the bodily form of yin and yang. They interact like night flowing into day and winter into summer. One is always rising and one is always falling, never stopping. In the process, they are repairing and transforming each other. As physicians, we aspire to bring yin and yang into balance so the life force is strong. What else can you tell me about the body as the universe?”

And on it goes, with Grandfather and Grandmother asking me questions and me trying my best to please them with my answers. When I’m with them—even though they are constantly testing me—I can almost forget how much I miss my mother, my father, our home… Just everything…



During my time in Wuxi, I’ve been mostly confined to the women’s quarters with concubines and wives, toddlers and children, and older girls who are preparing for marriage. Infants are usually elsewhere with their wet nurses; boys over seven are no longer allowed in the women’s quarters; and some women are too “indisposed”—physically or by their emotions—to gather for embroidery and gossip, cardplaying and petty arguments. I’m the only girl my age, and the older girls have no interest in me. I don’t have a friend, but this is no different than when I lived in Laizhou. I’m thankful for Miss Zhao, who oversees my daily lessons. I think she’s grateful to me too, since she’s having a hard time being accepted by the other concubines. She’s a good teacher—more patient than my mother but no less demanding.

When I want to be alone, I go to my room and climb into Respectful Lady’s marriage bed. It has a roof, windows covered with silk paintings showing scenes of poetic life, and a canopy over the entrance with wooden tassels that hang down as decoration, all carved from rosewood, pearwood, and boxwood, and fitted together without a single nail. There are two antechambers—the first is where a maid sleeps on the floor, and the second is a dressing room. The third room holds the raised sleeping platform. On one of my first nights here, I remembered the loose panel Respectful Lady liked to touch. I wiggled it free and found a secret shelf. For a moment, I hoped she’d hidden something there for me, but no. She knew it existed, though, and to keep my connection to her I set her silk-wrapped shoes on the shelf and fit the panel back into place. Now I often lie in the exact position Respectful Lady did when she had her face to the back wall, her hand playing with the panel. I’ll touch the wood, knowing what’s behind it, and cry for the loss of her. Around the other women and girls, I try to act happy.

I’m slowly becoming familiar with the Mansion of Golden Light. Forty family members live here, and another twenty people—housemaids, kitchen help, and gardeners—attend to our needs. The family entertains guests in the second courtyard, which has a hall large enough for the entire household to gather for rituals and banquets, and smaller rooms for drinking, poetry writing, and the like. Tan grandsons, uncles, and nephews live with their wives and families in the third courtyard. I’m also growing accustomed to the furnishings and decorations that show the age and elevation of my natal family: the paintings, the wall hangings, the vases, and elegant tables and chairs. Handwoven rugs cover the floors in nearly every room. Couplets written in the running-script style of calligraphy hang on the walls in the main halls, encouraging each and every one of us to live by the highest standards. May the jewel of learning shine in this house more effulgently than the sun and the moon; may every book read buoy you on the river of life. A mountain of books has a way, and diligence is the path; the sea of learning has no end, and hard work is the boat.

Today, Inky, the household’s top woman servant, whom I met when I first arrived, fetches me from the inner chambers after my formal lessons with Miss Zhao are done. “Follow me,” she says. “Your grandmother wishes you to come to Lady Huang’s quarters for a consultation.” As usual, I totter between excitement and nervousness. Grandmother will use this time to teach me an important lesson. If I make a mistake, I worry she won’t invite me to watch her care for a patient again.

We pass through the fourth courtyard, where my grandparents live and see patients. When we reach the third courtyard, Inky guides me to a room. It’s not unlike my own quarters, but with a simple bed—open with vestibules—a desk, and a dressing table with a mirror. Lady Huang lies propped against pillows. She is much farther along in her pregnancy than I would have guessed from my grandparents’ conversation the other day. But what surprises me most is the presence of a woman and a girl. I can tell they don’t live here, because their dress is too showy to be worn by a wife, concubine, daughter, or servant in a family such as ours.

“Yunxian,” Grandmother says, “this is Midwife Shi and her daughter, Meiling. Midwife Shi has delivered all of Lady Huang’s babies. Still, I always think it best for Midwife Shi to spend time with the woman who will give birth. After all, ten babies will arrive ten different ways.”

“Which is why there is comfort in knowing the person who will have her hands between your legs,” Midwife Shi says to Lady Huang. The words and sentiment are coarse to my ears, but they don’t bother my grandmother.

Grandmother and the midwife begin to question Lady Huang.

“Have you eaten crabmeat?” Grandmother asks.

When Lady Huang shakes her head, Midwife Shi says, “Good, since it can cause a baby to be born in the transverse position, because crabs walk sideways. What about sparrow meat?”

“I’ve made sure that Cook has not prepared sparrow in any form,” Grandmother says, “since it can result in a baby being born with sparrow spots—black freckles.”

“Worse, eating sparrow can cause a baby—boy or girl—to grow into someone with no morals,” the midwife adds.

If one day I hope to become a doctor, then I should pay more attention, but honestly, I can’t stop looking at the girl. I’ve never been in the same room with another girl my age. This Meiling is astounding to me. She has big feet, but otherwise her features are delicate. Her complexion is smooth and beautiful, without a single smallpox scar.

“Hello,” I say shyly.

“Hello.” Her voice is pretty too, and it matches her name perfectly. Meiling means Beautiful Chime.

The midwife, who’s bent over Lady Huang, leans back on her heels and swivels toward me. “Aah.” The sound is gravelly and low but pleasant in its peculiarity. “So here she is.” She glances at my grandmother. “I see what you mean.”

Grandmother Ru laughs, although I have no idea what’s so amusing. Then to me she says, “Step toward the bed. I want you to see what Midwife Shi is doing.”

I edge forward. Lady Huang is red in the face, but I don’t know how she usually looks.

“Come closer,” the midwife beckons. “You too,” she adds, motioning to Meiling.

We move to stand together by the side of the bed. We are the same height. I cast a quick glance at her. She dips her chin to peer at me. Her lashes are long. I wonder what she sees when she looks at me.

“We physicians perform the Four Examinations,” Grandmother says. “I’ve listened to Lady Huang’s pulses, which are thready. I’ve examined her tongue, which looks as dry as a desert. You can see she’s flushed, showing internal Fire.” She turns to Lady Huang. “Tell me, have you had headaches?”

“My head is always throbbing,” the woman answers, “and I’m thirsty—”

“And your emotions? Do you feel at peace?”

Lady Huang goes another shade darker, which gives my grandmother her answer.

“You’re angry,” Grandmother says. “You and I can talk about why later. For now, know I can treat all these symptoms with Drink to Quiet the Fetus, which will help bring your qi back into harmony. Heat is a necessity in the child palace, but sometimes there’s too much warmth as appears to be the case here. When Heat is cooled, Blood will return its attention to the fetus. A midwife has physical techniques that can help as well.”

Midwife Shi clicks her tongue to get our attention. She doesn’t look like a granny. She’s not that old. “Meiling knows this already, but it is always good to review,” she begins. “This is Lady Huang’s sixth baby. She has not had problems before.”

“This is true,” Lady Huang mutters, shifting uncomfortably against her cushions.

“Sometimes a fetus is not at home in the child palace,” the midwife says. “Sometimes the fetus is breech or sideways. If we find this now, then we can help move it into a happier location before labor begins.”

I nibble the edge of my thumb as the midwife massages Lady Huang’s belly, stopping now and then to inquire if she’s causing pain.

“No,” the lady answers. “I’m already feeling better. I can breathe again.”

The midwife continues to squeeze and manipulate the belly. With each passing minute, the redness in Lady Huang’s cheeks fades. I should be paying closer attention, but all I can think about is Meiling’s sleeve against my sleeve. Her breath goes in and out as though she’s timed it to match my own. She shifts her feet and her fingers brush against mine. For a moment, it feels like my heart stops beating.

“That’s enough for now,” Grandmother says. “You girls may go. Yunxian, please take Meiling to the kitchen. Ask Cook to give you something to eat.”

Hearing these words, Meiling takes my hand. My spirit could jump out of my body. Once we’re outside, I try to wiggle loose, but she tightens her grip.

“I’ve been here many times,” she says, “but I’m always afraid I’ll get lost. I don’t want to end up somewhere I shouldn’t.”

“I feel the same way.”

“How old are you?” Meiling asks.

“I’m eight.”

“Me too. Then we were both born in the Year of the Snake.”

I correct her. “The Year of the Metal Snake.”

She nods, then raises her hand, with mine still in hers, to rub her nose. “A Snake is a yin sign,” she says. “The most beautiful women in the world are said to be born under this sign. We can’t help but be lovely.”
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