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AUTHOR’S NOTE

é(}o’?

This work is not intended as prophecy; perhaps it
should be thought of as an extended dream about
the past, for in this story, as in dreams, invisible
masks cover and color known faces, happenings
are vaguely familiar yet “different,” time is fluid,
and there is a haunting feeling that people just
like us, and maybe we ourselves, have lived in
such strange places as these. It is, in short, a his-
tory that might have been, a tale of an old shoe

on a new foot.


















PROLOGUE &%

&

( “Every Measure”

I MmUsT comPosE my face and push the fear and doubt beneath
the skin. Nothing must show on my face today but white skin.

All that I have done and known must shine in this act. I am
to stand alone out there, a solitary “sleeping bird,” for on this day
I have been chosen to make the symbolic individual protest that
our movement has found so effective in recent months.

Our group of whites, about two dozen all told, is huddled on the
near side of a large reviewing ground in the capital of Four
Rivers Province.

Across the way is my “roost,” the place where I am to stand—
beyond a memorial archway, before the gate of the provincial
yamen: a stack of masonry in the worst taste of the new regime’s
“popular” style, squarish, pink, false-humble like the bureaucrats
it houses, a cartoon in bricks of the obdurate heavy yellow spirit
that we whites have set ourselves in this campaign to break for
good.

The reviewing ground is a plain space of unpaved dirt which is
as nearly level as anything in this hilly city. A long, low swell of
earth rises left of center; to the right the bare clay, mud-cracked
and shoe-worn, slopes down to a brick wall.

Around three sides of this parade area a large crowd of yellows,
mostly young and male, has gathered. So far these onlookers are
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silent. Are they simply curious? Do they know that our weapon
is one that will prick their shame?

A thin old dog whose orange fur is molting out in ragged hand-
fuls slinks along the open ground in front of the memorial arch,
its tail between its legs, appearing to think that the crowd has
assembled in order to humble a cur.

This dog reminds me of Grin’s dream, so long ago, of the end-
less riverlike pack of runaway-hunting dogs on the way to “the
mountain” of freedom, and of Dolphin, who became a fugitive
shadow, it could be said, in that very dream, Dolphin who failed
his kind because of his utter selfishness; he wanted to go alone.
Then, looking at the squat yamen beyond the dog, I think for
a moment of Peace, standing with legs spread, looking up at
that exquisite sculptural palace of power, ice-whited by limewash
and the late-slanting sun, at Twin Hills—Peace who failed us
because of his inflexibility, the rigidity of his vision. How
many traits could I count as causes of failure for whites? No, I
must not think in this vein. . . . My face must show nothing today
but skin.

There is activity at the yamen gate. Some yellow official has
come out from within and is talking with a slouching group of
gate guards.

The official, who, though provincial, affects the ultra-plain,
quasi-military tunic of the new national regime, modest to the
brink of ostentation, starts across the reviewing ground, accom-
panied by three out-of-step guards. He is coming to us.

Rock takes me by the arm and edges me, or tucks me, back into
the center of our group; perhaps he thinks it best that I be some-
what hidden for the present.

The official has approached us, and he asks, “Who is your
leader?”

This is the invariable question, and always when perching en
masse we used to greet it with unanimous silence, and now some
instinct keeps us silent again. I suppose Rock is our leader, but he
is quiet with the rest of us. Or perhaps I am the leader today;
I remain half hidden.

“What is the matter? Is your leader afraid to identify himself?”

Now our silence is becoming effective. Yellow taunters have
always been enraged by the solidity, the thick imperviousness,
of our silence.

“I have a message for your leader from the Governor.”
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It is not easy to keep silent at this announcement. I want to
shout, “What? What is it?” For we know about His Excellency
Governor K'ung of Four Rivers Province. It is precisely his shame
that we have wanted to stir by coming here—if he has any. He
is my personal adversary for this day. We have heard about
Governor K'ung from a distance. He is a former warlord who
made an accommodation with the new regime, which accepted
him for the sake of immediate stability in Four Rivers Province,
and he is said to be a short man with a big belly and a thick neck.
What concerns us—me—is his attitude toward the whites. He
has publicly stated that the whites were brought here from for-
eign parts to be slaves; slavery was the proper station of the
whites; through no fault of his they are no longer slaves, but in
Four Rivers Province they are to remain, so long as he is Gov-
ernor, subservient to the yellow population. He has openly flouted
the decrees of the national regime, weak and vague as they are,
respecting the universality and inviolability of citizenship. In his
public speeches Governor Kung uses the old epithets: “pigs,”
“smalls,” “moonlights,” “fogs.” His is the voice of insult, provoca-
tion, hatred; a thin veneer of old-fashioned manners covers a
hard core of pure hatred.

Governor K'ung is what his province deserves—this exquisite
rain-drenched interior area of pyramidal hills which we can see
all around, whose profiles are fringed with thin lines of trees;
rice land of the Red Basin, once a sea floor, now a rich earth bowl
of food. This region is backward, scandalously backward from our
point of view, for the white farm workers are still held in an ill-
defined state of villeinage—their bondage consisting not in legal
arrangements but simply in a millstone poverty that they haven’t
the strength to lift off their backs. The worst of this thralldom
is the vileness of the yellows toward our starving whites: Governor
K'ung in his genteel nastiness mirrors his yellow populace. This
is the valley of hate.

The official is angry at our utter silence, which he sees as sullen-
ness.

“Excellency K'ung wishes to state that he will take every meas-
ure to prevent agitators from outside his province from causing
any trouble here. Do you understand the phrase ‘every measure’?
Excellency K'ung knows your plan—to station a single so-called
sleeping bird on public display. Excellency K'ung will not allow
such a display. He forbids it. Please understand that any overt
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act on your part will constitute deliberate disobedience of his
commands.”

The official wheels away and returns to the yamen. His prog-
ress across the reviewing ground brings a half-humorous cheer
from the watching yellows—they’re glad something is happening.

We are quiet for some time after the official has gone out of
earshot, then suddenly everyone in our party is talking at once.

Several of our group feel that we should call off the demon-
stration; I hear one man say that going through with it would
be too dangerous for White Lotus, for me. Another advocates at
least a postponement, taking time to work out a new technique,
a surprise, some twist that would catch the Governor off balance.

Deft, our theorist, speaks. He is a man of slight stature, with
a delicate chin and a receding hairline and flashing eyes which
give an appearance of conviction and force to the words that
tumble out of his moist little mouth. He says that we can’t with-
draw, we can’t postpone. This would be the first defeat we’d ever
suffered. We’d be giving in to a show of force that so far con-
sisted only of commands. Besides, we’d be giving in to the worst
yellow man of all those whom we’d attempted to impress.

Rock agrees to this but says that he feels that a man, not a
woman, should take the risk of this demonstration. He volunteers
his own person.

Deft says, “No, that’s wrong. A woman offers a far greater
reproach to violence, or to a threat of it, than a man. It wouild be
a mistake to send a man out now.”

Rock does not press the point. I think he believes that Deft is
right. He has made his gesture of protecting me.

Through this exchange our friend Chang, pressing at our _
shoulders, has been studying the matter, peeking often at Rock to
see where the man of action would jump.

Chang is a yellow youth who is on our side. He is one of a grow-
ing number of young yellows who in their zeal to help us,
activated rather than paralyzed by shame, have begun to attach
themselves to us, taking risks with us and often embarrassing us
with their complex motives and naive suggestions but also, in a
few cases, and Chang is one of them, bringing to bear an under-
lying sweetness and generosity which, no matter how perverse
its innermost origin may have been, lends us comfort and moral
force when we face their so far untouched fellows. But at this
moment Chang disgusts me.
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A food vendor has just come to us, a white man, who carries
on the ends of a shoulder pole a strange little kitchen in two parts
—a cylindrical wooden canister at one end, which serves as a
pantry for raw foodstuffs and utensils, and, at the other, another
cylinder, this one of metal, containing a charcoal brazier and a
boiler of deep vegetable oil. On a spike that leans out over the hot
oil are crisp bean crullers, newly cooked.

The vendor is excited; he knows by hearsay what is about to
take place, he will be a witness for the local whites—for no
whites besides him have dared to come out to watch here in this
province where brutal intimidation is still the rule.

Is it my imagination that makes Chang’s demeanor toward
the vendor, as he buys a cruller, different from ours? We whites
are easy and direct with the man; good-hearted Chang, it seems
tc my eyes, is at a great remove as he takes a cruller in its
wrapping of crude paper and drops a copper in the hawker’s hand.
His air is patrician, accustomed to servants, white servants. He
snaps at the cruller with beautiful teeth, his lips are drawn back
in a kind of snarl to keep them from being burned by the still-hot
cruller. The vendor is already dismissed from his mind, not a man
but a convenience.

Whereas, by contrast, the vendor lingers in my mind as I nibble
without appetite at a cruller that Rock has put in my hand.

The vendor is one of those ragged creatures whose wild ap-
pearance should not be unsettling, for there is nothing mad or as-
cetic or haunted about it; it is a matter of calculation. His quilted
coat is leaking dirty cotton, and his hair is long and matted.
The man is cheerful. In his present excitation, he is inclined to
talk too loud, laugh too hard. I am to be a sleeping bird for the
yellows’ shame, but he shames me. I feel in his filth a crafty
deference to those who buy his wares—and this means, for the
most part, to yellows. I am at one with him because we are both
white, and I am sorry for him because he is poor, but I am also
angry at him because he wants to be filthy; he knows that in this
province it is good business for a white to be a low, beastly man.

Patting some of our volunteers and muttering words of encour-
agement, then lifting a new batch of cooked crullers out from the
boiling oil, one by one, with a bent wire and hanging them on
the spike, he seems to want to linger with us. But we have
finished eating, and the lure of money takes him away.

From a side street, parting the crowd and coming out into the
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open area, several bands of policemen appear, and they begin
to stroll about the reviewing ground by twos and threes, un-
militarily, like chatting philosophers. To keep whose peace?

We do not trust them. Everywhere our movement has gone,
rumors have accompanied us: that the quiet pose of the sleeping
birds is false, that a great bloody rebellion is in the making, and
that someday, in some demonstration, a signal will be given—
perhaps one of these human birds will flap its arm-wings—and
then all over the country the whites will flash weapons out from
under their clothing and attempt a terrible slaughter. We tell
ourselves that these rumors are a product of our effectiveness,
yet they disturb us. They fill us with dread of an opposite violence,
a fear that one wrong accidental gesture by a sleeping bird, per-
haps trying to regain balance, flinging out an arm in what might
be taken for a signal—“Begin now!”—might cause the yellows to
descend on us to cut down our eloquent reproach by an even
more eloquent, because unanswerable, knife edge. So the appear-
ance of armed policemen in increasing numbers at our perches
is no comfort to us.

The yellow crowd, however, reacts in a mischievous, inverted
way to the arrival of the police. The many idle young yellow
men begin to jeer—at the police. Is this because the police are so
casual, so ill-disposed, as it seems, to take strong measures? Or
is it a case of young men in a crowd responding to a show of
authority which they may think directed against themselves?
Or is it simply boredom, fun, anything for a moment’s entertain-
ment? I cannot think that any of these interpretations is good
for us—or, on this day, for me.

I have been chosen for this solo task today because in earlier
group perches I have shown endurance. I have been thought
stolid; some have called me courageous. If I have been cour-
ageous, then courage is quite different from what I had always
thought, for it must be something less than pure self-possession
in the face of clear danger, it must be compounded of misgivings,
anxiety, confusion, desperate and sinking efforts to master one’s
doubts, and even uncertainty as to the meaning of one’s actions.

I am physically tired. I suppose I will be able to manage the
long perch; something takes hold of me when I adopt that stance,
an inner strength, so that I do not feel wearied by it, awkward
though it is. But today I am tired. We have had a long journey up-
river by steamer. For the first part of the trip we whites had
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the run of the vessel, but on reaching the border of North-of-the-
Lake Province, passing into this province, Four Rivers, we were
firmly ordered by crew members to proceed to the filthy stern
quarters, under the rattling steerage chains—familiar to Rock and
me from our hopeful trip downriver, so long ago it seems, to
Up-from-the-Sea. Not being able to see where we were going, only
knowing of our progress by the constant thumping of some huge
engine bearing and by the chatter of the rudder chains—this
blindness made our trip exhausting. But even worse: the sense
of outrage, of frustration, the wondering whether we would ever
get anywhere with our painfully gradual methods.

Still, we have come a long way since that aftermoon at the
match factory. The Sleeping-Bird Method caught on after that
with brushfire irresistibility as the one means we had in our
power to disturb the yellows, to push the yellows, to shame the
yellows into grudging change. It was so simple, so pure, an inven-
tion of genius by Groundnut’s hawk-eyed friend, the priest named
Runner: merely to stand on one leg, like a bird settled on a perch
for the night, helpless as a sleeping bird, in a large flock of
sleeping birds. It worked. For some reason this gesture reached
to the very roots of the yellows” conscience, obliging them to face
up to the intolerable conditions of our lives, wringing their guilty
souls with that sweetest of all Buddha’s teachings, “Harm no
living creature.” For as sleeping birds we seemed at last to have
forced ourselves on their minds as vividly living creatures. At
first the drive was confined to Up-from-the-Sea. We got jobs. We
broke the back of the printeries; then papermaking, rubber goods,
and enamelware fell. We began against cotton weaving. We were
helped, it is true, by the unrest of the yellow workers themselves
and the instability of the central regime. We perched precisely
where the yellows were on strike. We began to hear that the
Sleeping-Bird Method was being used in other cities, and our
movement began to acquire theorists, strategists, organizers, a
bureaucratic endoskeleton—and to the outlying provinces Runner
began to send emissaries. We heard from a great distance that
five thousand sleeping birds stood all one day in the plaza,
where elephants once guarded the passage, before the Meridian
Gate of the Forbidden City in the Northern Capital; and the re-
gime must have wilted a bit with shame at that, because we began
to hear of those vague proclamations on the nature of citizenship
which were “for” us. Those documents, however, did not produce
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change in themselves, and our first reaction to them, of triumph
and delight, shaded soon into a realization that we would see no
real change that we did not bring about by our own efforts. In-
deed, in the outermost provinces, in the backward ones like Four
Rivers, we found that the secret police of the central regime, its
“open” militia, and its high judges were playing an ambiguous
game, making public declarations that seemed to support us but
behind doors making agreements and judgments that tended, in
the old phrase, to keep the pigs in the pen. This was the time
when our movement seemed to be bogging down in a vagueness
of its own, and this was when Rock, at that bicycle-wheel plant
at Hankow, invented the individual protest that we have been
using ever since: one sleeping bird standing alone.

I feel stifled. I break out of the center of the group. It is a beau-
tiful day. The morning river fog has been burned away by a sun
now high at our backs. The crowd around the reviewing ground
is restive; we hear hoots, calls to action, nasty insults. The vendor
of bean crullers is off to the left, selling his wares to some of
these impatient yellows; he is apparently a local clown, for he
leaps and dances about his portable kitchen, and I hear sallies
of laughter from the yellows near him. I try to imagine a figure,
my figure, standing on one leg beyond the memorial archway.
Isn’t that form very small? Does it make any impression at all?
On either side of the pretentious yamen I see, in the far distance,
fringed green hills steaming in the warm sunlight.

I turn now, and seeming to speak to the whole group I speak to
Rock. “I'm ready. I think we had better start.”

Rock says, relieved, “If you say so.”

The knot of my companions seems to sigh as with one pair
of taxed lungs.

My heart is beating violently, but I feel able to do whatever I
must do. Rock comes out of the group and says in a low voice,
“It will be all right. The Governor is bluffing. They can’t stop us.”

Ai, Rock! I hope you’re right.

I turn away and step out quickly onto the reviewing ground.

([ The Cruller That Fell

Before I have taken ten steps the crowd of ycllows falls
suddenly silent, and the hush seems to come at me like some sort
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of net. I am caught in it. My steps become awkward; it is as if I
had forgotten how to walk. I have to instruct myself to fashion
each step. Bend knee, carry right foot forward, deposit it. Meshed
in this attentive silence, I feel something distinctly sexual in the
interest this male crowd gives me, and I walk badly.

Yes, I have not gone ten more steps when the dog howls, the
whistles, the mating hoots, the inactive-rapists’ snickers break out
and engulf me. I am shocked and refreshed. I am white, young,
and more or less forbidden. This gives me strength I had not
counted on.

Looking out at the reviewing ground from the side, I had not
been aware of its expanse. I am having to walk a great distance,
and every step thrusts me farther from my companions, yet I
feel that they are in danger, not I. I enter my solitude as a refuge.

The ground is dry, cracked, and dusty. I have flickering
thoughts of the marching displays that have buffed this grassless
earth, the games, the ceremonies for war dead, the lantern fes-
tivals, the dragon processions, the public beheadings. The yamen
is ahead, this is the heart of the province. The footing is shabby
precisely because the place has been, for so long, stately. I hold
my head up; my walking is a little better now.

The bleating of the lustful goats in the crowd, the sounds of
invitation and mockery, are dying out, and I feel again that I am
getting caught in a web of quiet.

I do hear, off to my left, a minor commotion of squeals and
laughter. I don’t want to turn my head to look. I have a feeling,
but it is only a feeling, that the vendor of bean crullers is making
fun of me, possibly mimicking my walk. Can this be? He is
white!

I am approaching the memorial gateway. Its shafts are of wood;
it soars delicately up over three arches to a splendor of seven
narrow little tiled roofs flung out at three levels and bedizened
with tiny stone lions, cranes, and peacocks. Under the centermost
roof a tablet proclaims: VIRTUOUS WISDOM—GENTLE HAND. The
usual lying praise of some villainous warlord.

Passing through the memorial arch I have to climb three stone
steps, cross a platform, descend three steps. The blocks of stonc
are awry, the steps are worn.

Ahead I have an uninterrupted view now of the yamen. I see
that it is really a vast bunker which was built to be held by force
against artillery.
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I feel weak. Facing this lumpish, cannon-proof building I feel
the hopelessness of my position. How can I, just learning to walk,
bring down those walls? What if Governor K'ung decides simply
to hold his fort? What if he meets my attacks simply by staying
inside? What if there is no reaction at all? My siege is broken
before it starts!

But I cannot retreat. I must decide how near to the imposing
triple gate of the building I am to approach. I do not want the
memorial arch too close at my back, but I should stand off at a
distance which gives due notice of a sense of proportion.

Is it an illusion that the yellow crowd is swelling, or at least
pressing in from the two sides?

The silence now hangs on the air like an unanswered question.
It is broken only by flurries of laughter off to my left. Is that the
vendor, making a good money-thing of this affair?

I think I have gone far enough. I cannot pause and root around
like an animal sniffing out its “safe” place. I must simply decide
as I walk, and stop, and let the spot where I halt serve as my
station.

All right. Now. I stop.

The silence is broken by a wave of next-to-silence, a murmur
so quiet that it cannot be made up of words spoken to each other
by the men in this concupiscent crowd. It is a mere catch at
their throats.

I cannot hesitate. I raise my left knee and stand on my right
foot. I try to make myself as comfortable as I can, working my
right foot to make sure that its sole is well founded and level
and unbothered by any pebble or tiny ridge beneath. I consciously
ease my arms, I bow my head.

Finally I am alone, and I am a sleeping bird, to put the yellows
to shame. My face shows nothing but white skin.

I am very excited, very proud.

But . . . but what is that? What do I hear?

The crowd is laughing. Laughter is spreading through the yel-
low crowd. Now the whole assemblage is roaring with laughter.

The white skin of my face is suffused with a hot blush.

I know that I must not look from side to side. I must stand
still, my head bowed. The whole force of my posture is lost if
I become dismayed.

The laughter continues. I am, in spite of myself, so upset by it
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that I cannot feel its precise tone. Mocking? Good-natured?
Cruel? Prankish? Relieved? Scornful?

Can it be that some item of my clothing is disarranged? Is my
gown torn behind? Are they laughing because there is such an
incongruity between the walking girl for whom they felt a playful
lust and this awkward, asexual, perching creature?

I even think: Have I soiled myself in my extreme agitation?

Then I wonder: Is it the vendor? Is he perching, too, but in
an absurd way? Could it be possible that a white man would, for
the sake of his own popularity or profit, make fun of a solemn
protest on behalf of the white race? The vendor seemed so
thrilled at the prospect of our demonstration, when he was
selling us the crullers.

No, they are laughing at my standing here as a sleeping bird
at all, at the Sleeping-Bird Method. They are laughing at the
very idea of a white protest.

I cannot allow myself to think this. It must be less ugly than
that. The vendor. Something awkward about me.

As I fight against the thought that the crowd is scoffing at the
essence of our struggle, the laughter dwindles and dies out.

It is silent again, and I am alone and unsure of myself.

We can’t be stopped. I have thought that, and Rock has said
it. I say to myself that I still believe it, but this is a kind of in-
cantation, or a prayer. At this moment I wish it, I try to push it
into being by the sincerity of my thought.

I am aware of the yamen before me. The Governor is in there.
But wait! He has said that he would take every measure to prevent
my doing this. Yet here I am. Nothing has happened from the
direction of the yamen. Even with my head bowed I can watch
the yamen gate. Gate guards have seen me, and some of them
have been passing in and out, and word must have gone in to the
Governor’s chambers about me. Nothing has happened.

Could it be possible that the yellow crowd got word of the Gov-
ernor’s threat to us—he had absolutely forbidden a perch—and
that the laughter was at the Governor, at the impotence of au-
thorities defied by a weak woman? This is just the sort of thing
that young men would laugh at.

I clutch at this. If this is so, we really cannot be stopped. I feel
safe in this thought, I wrap myself in it.

I hear another bounce of laughter off to the left. The vendor?
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I want to look over there and see what he is doing, but I cannot.
Another laugh.

All at once I am demoralized, as I think: The Sleeping-Bird
Method has worn itself out. These yellows are right to laugh; this
is laughable. I no longer believe in sleeping birds. I feel a decp
absurdity in this act; it is just as absurd for a person to pretend
that he is a bird as for whites to mimic yellows. The Method is a
trick, and the yellows have begun to see through it. I remember
an outcry of my own from long ago: Only the powerful are
free. Perhaps Old Arm was right, who wanted violence, wanted to
take open and honest steps toward revenge. Only the free can
punish.

There is a tone of bitterness in our movement. I do not mean
the all too natural bitterness at the yellows for what they have
done to us, but rather at our own other selves, within our closest
ranks. We are bitter over childish rivalries, jealousies—of which
the principals seem quite unaware. We are bitter that our move-
ment, once a surge of action which flowed from thought and feel-
ing, is turning into an institution; the mark of the Sleeping-Bird
Movement is now its professional careerist—its advance man, its
distributor of membership chits, its collector, its theoretic tacti-
cian.

But doesn’t the essential bitterness stem from the frustration,
and isn’t the frustration over our not partaking, in these months,
of a satiating sense of revenge?

I do not face a yellow crowd. Instead it flanks me to either side,
and I am only aware of it in the corners of my mind; I cannot see
what is causing the periodic chugs of laughter at my left.

My full-face reproach is directed at a building. I cannot take
revenge on a yamen.

it is true that I am in theory addressing my protest to a single
man, Excellency K'ung, but I do not feel him, and he is certainly
insulated from me.

I wish I could see him, and I wonder what has been reported to
him about me.

I watch the gate now with a clearer eye. The regular gate guards
are still trotting in and out and conferring, but now others are
emerging. Several men are carrying staves with what appear to
be banners rolled up under oilskin coverings—I remember the
sentencing flag held in the background at Nose’s trial; but there is
an air of festivity here, and of military pomp, rather than of sin-
ister judgment. There are as well numerous extra guards bearing
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rifles. They have not taken a formation but mill about at either
side of the gate. Some of the policemen, who have been meander-
ing about the reviewing ground, stop to talk; the effect is of a
cluster of yellow schoolboys waiting outside the school gates for
the handbell that will call them to recitation.

There is a strong volley of laughter at my left, and now I see the
various guards—the regulars, the banner-bearers, the riflemen,
and the policemen—all turn their faces at once to whatever is
happening, and all laugh. But I see by the faces this is not the
mirth of simple enjoyment but rather is a laughter of embarrass-
ment, a crowing at something grotesque.

I have an idea, which makes my heart beat hard. Since the
Governor is shielded from my protest by the thick walls of the
yamen, I will turn and face the crowd to the left.

I will do this not simply to satisfy my curiosity about the vendor
and the laughter, but rather to test what I have been thinking, for
if the Sleeping-Bird Method is indeed spent, I will have no effect
on the laughing spectators, whereas, if it still has meaning and
power, I will be able to shame the crowd into silence and by a
show of moral force prepare a stronger defense against whatever
the stirrings at the gate portend.

So I put my foot down, face left, and perch again.

I see at once that the crowd has moved much closer than it was
when 1 first walked out on the reviewing ground. There is the
vendor. Yes, he is playing the part of a sleeping bird, facing the
onlookers. His portable kitchen is a few paces to his right. He does
not seem to me to be caricaturing my stance, and unless he is
making faces or rolling his eyes he is not, so far as I can tell from
behind, poking fun at our movement. In truth he seems in dead
earnest.

Then why have the watchers been laughing from time to time?

They have now noticed me. I get a few halfhearted mock cheers
and a spattering of laughter, but it is halfhearted. I feel a certain
strength. Facing faces is far more rewarding than trying to shame
a yamen. I now consider that I have come somehow to the rescue
of the bean-cruller vendor.

Suddenly a young yellow man breaks out of the crowd, runs out
to the portable kitchen, snatches a cooked cruller from the spike
over the brazier, turns to the crowd, stands on one leg, and eats a
cruller, flourishing its remains in the air between bites.

The barking of the laughers engulfs me. I feel the guffaws as
gusts of cold wind against my cheeks and abdomen.
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The young man has ended his performance and runs back to
the crowd.

The vendor has stood in poise through this theft of his cruller
and mockery of his stance; he has behaved like a veteran of our
movement. But they have laughed at him. Why? Is it because his
face is too familiar to them, they have paid him too often for his
crullers, he is too everyday and well known to them to serve as
a hero of reproach to their hoodlum ways? Or is it because
of the mood of this backward province? Are we out of our depth
here?

Another young man runs out from the crowd. The crullers are
all gone from the spike. This ruffian reaches down, opens the door
of the canister, takes out a large lump of the vendor’s soybean
dough, and plops it with a thump on the top of the container. Then
he stands on one leg. He begins, with elaborate swinging of his
arms and ducking of his head, to break off bits of the dough and
stretch it and twist it to form the shapes of raw crullers. Now and
then he loses his balance and has to hop a bit. He has seen the
vendor mold the dough so often that he can caricature every move-
ment. The crowd bellows. Finally he hobbles on one foot from the
canister to the brazier, and with fastidiously pinched fingers he
drops the flexible twists one by one into the boiling oil. Then he
swaggers back to the crowd; he has had the biggest success of all
the lampooners.

The vendor has not moved a muscle. I misjudged him; I let
myself think that he was using our cause for his own profit. Look
at him! How steadfast he is!

This is horrible. These young toughs of Four Rivers Province
have chosen to ridicule the vendor—and me, and all whites—
precisely at the point that matters most: a man’s means of making
a living. And my turning has made no difference. My facing the
crowd has not been a deterrent to the hooligans. I must do some-
thing. It is clear that the pranksters intend to let the crullers cook,
to take them out and spike them, and then to eat them (standing
on one leg), one by one. I must try to forestall this somehow. If
I do not, we whites will all have suffered a dangerous loss of face
—at a time when there are stirrings at the yamen gate.

Yet I wait. Hail What a comment on the life I have led—as a
white! I wait until after the next move, I do not want to intervene
while the crullers are cooking, for if I proved to be successful and
turned the roughnecks back, the crullers would be overcooked.
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spoiled; food would be wasted. And so at great risk to our cause
I wait for some nasty young yellow to come out and hook the
crullers out and put them on the spike. Then I will try to do some-
thing.

For a moment I wonder whether my resolve to “do something”
is not mere bravado—a kind of inner noise I am making to drive
away my own qualms, as if my qualms were nothing more than
bothersome geese in a mud-walled yard. What can I accomplish
against these young toughs? The Sleeping-Bird tactic does not
impress them, they are shameless. They have gone over to counter-
revolution: to ridicule. What have I learned in all this time that
will do me some good now?

I have learned to live with fear. Ayah! The sound of the yellow
mobs running past the orphanage in the Northern Capital, hurry-
ing cloth shoe soles making sounds of wheezing, as though of a
city’s breathing in sickness and pain; the look on the broken-out
yellow face of Cassia Cloud, as she leaned across the table in the
tavern, calling me chieh-chieh, older sister, and telling me vile,
vile news; the thought of Dirty Hua at the crest of the hill when
Dolphin launched his too daring kite; the beheadings—my eyes
fastened, in order not to see the swords fall on white necks, upon
the peonies brocaded into the curio dealer’s sea-gray gown in front
ofifme: ...

Yes, I have come to take fear of open cruelty for granted, I have
learned how to stifle that fear, to push it down. But it is harder for
me to deal with covert cruelty, implicit cruelty—with the mas-
sively threatening conditions of life that the yellows have imposed
on us: the oppressive fitness, in the yellow scheme of things, of
the conversion of the Peking elephant pens to a jail, where white
men waited for capricious sentences with equanimity, betting on
cricket fights; the rage and hunger that drove sturdy young men
in Up-from-the-Sea to become “sweepers,” stabbing rice bags on
street carts and brushing up the spilled rice on the dung-dusty
pavement and racing off with it. It is the generality of our exist-
ence that has filled me with a dread I don’t know how to subdue.
Not the specific bamboo blow, but rather the great accumulation
of affronts, the taking their total for granted, even as the condi-
tions of life “improve”—this is what is intolerable, because this
seems to us whites to get worse, not better.

In this sense I made a mistake to turn left to face this petty
disturbance surrounding the vendor. I am not afraid of the cruel
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pranks of the young men in this crowd; I am afraid of the abstrac-
tion in the yamen.

The young man who twisted the dough and dropped the raw
crullers into the boiling oil cannot wait to savor more of his tri-
umph of miming, and he runs out to the vendor’s kitchen—1I could
have told him that the crullers would not be done yet, for they
must be brought to a crispness so delicate that they seem to be
made of some delicious vapor—and he hooks one out. He is stand-
ing on one leg. He sees that it is not quite done, but he wants to
get a laugh from the crowd, and foolishly he squeezes the cruller
between forefinger and thumb, and he burns himself and drops
the cruller to the ground and begins to hop on the one foot and to
flip his hand, trying to shake off the pain as if it were a wetness.
This is in earnest, but it looks like a burlesque; he gets a laugh he
doesn’t want. Then, when the hurt has drained away somewhat,
he gets another by hooking up the now dirty cruller and plopping
it back in the oil. Then he is satisfied and runs back to the crowd.
But when he turns around I see that he is flushed, and I suspect
that the burn hurts more than he dares to show.

My eye moves to the vendor. All this time he has not moved,
and I think: Our party has come from beyond the borders of the
province, we have nothing to lose here, for we are, as Excellency
K'ung spitefully says, outside agitators; whereas this poor vendor
is staking everything. Has he a family? What powerful emotions
he must contain in that still, still form of a sleeping bird! What
risks he is willing to take!

The sight of him stirs in me a familiar melancholy feeling, a
pity-sadness that is surely one of the most common sensations of
our depressed race—a feeling that does no one any good, yet one
in which I soak myself, almost as if it were enjoyable, a luxury.
I felt it powerfully that day long ago when Peace, Auntie, Mink,
Harlot, and I stood beside the show ring in the Scholars’ Garden
at Twin Hills while the nearly naked white equestrian acrobats
hurtled in somersaults from the broad hips of their horses, and the
yellow showmaster came at us with his long whip to chase us
away; and at Provisioner Lung’s, on our first visit to him, while he
kissed at his talented lark, and Rock and Groundnut and I stood
there knowing in our guts that this was a prelude to one more
vile cheating of whites; and at a contemplation of the long row of
frail white girls standing all day at the steaming copper basins in
the silk-reeling filature.
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Yet there is anger at the heart of this melancholy. The sadness
is a modulation of the anger. We can’t stand the anger, so we run
it off into sorrow. I must hold on to the anger that I felt on the
vendor’s behalf before I lowered myself into this emotion; I will
need the anger to support the courage I will very soon have to
display—display, I mean, to my own inner eye in order to finish
my work.

A yellow youth runs out to the vendor’s cookstove. I have no
more time for preparation. Here it comes, whatever it may be.

Not the same young man as before, this boy has an elegant
style; he moves smoothly, with dramatic understatement. He lifts
a cruller out on the hooked wire, examines it, and sees at once
that it is done to perfection. His job is to dip out all the crullers
and spear them on the spike, and he does this with swift, neat,
flowing probes. Incapable of slapstick, he seems scrious and
thoughtful, as if he realizes the gravity of these events. Then why
does the crowd howl at him? Because all through this pensive
activity he is standing on one leg.

Judging by the pattern of the pranks up to now, it is my guess
that this young man will not eat any of the crullers but will go
back to the audience as soon as he has fished them all up; that
there will be a pause; and that then another will come out to eat
the first new cruller. I will make my move in the pause.

Yes, the last of the crullers is on the spike, the young man stirs
the hot oil with the hook to make sure there are no more. Then in
his quiet mode he hangs the hooked wire on its loop and walks
back to the crowd.

The vendor is as immobile, as serene, as ever.

How much time will I have? I cannot speculate. I must move.

Now.

I put down my lifted foot, which prickles, half asleep, but I
cannot linger to favor it. I walk forward toward the portable
kitchen.

The moment I start the crowd of young men reacts. Such hoots
and whistles! They greet my approach with a jubilee of air-kissing
and obscene invitations. If noise could rape I'd be defiled a hun-
dred times in the course of taking fifty steps.

I am more excited than I thought it possible to be. I can walk
well, and indeed I have a bizarre thought, that I am beautiful —
not because the yellow rowdies think I am, but because I have
managed to hold on to some of my earlier anger. I think of the
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vendor. I am furious—for the vendor, for Rock when he had to
pull rickshas, for myself with my fingertips in boiling water lifting
out a cocoon when I was a reeler.

I did not realize how close to the mob I would have to approach.
I station myself in front of the portable kitchen, between the
spiked crullers and the crowd, not more than five paces away from
the first of the yellows. The anonymities fade; each of these is a
personality. Each man has a separate pair of lips that curl in a
particular way, and I see pimples, broken front teeth, and laughter
in one man’s eyes.

Now I perch.

Ai! Was I thinking a few minutes ago that the Sleeping-Bird
Method has passed the peak of its effectiveness, and even that it
may be absurd?

I have not been standing here long enough for my racing heart
to beat a hundred times when the shrill indecency of this whole
crowd of hooligans has died out to utter silence. A sleeping bird
has shut them up—or at least changed their mood so sharply that
they have chosen silence. I have to be impersonal, my eyes are
downcast, I cannot search their faces now, but I feel sure that they
are all put down. Their fun is over. They are in for a period of
meditation. Their pricks are subsiding. They may never have be-
lieved in the teachings they have heard since infancy—the five
aggregates of grasping are pain; hurt no living creature—but they
are at least now briefly gripped by those precepts as if the kind
words were policemen or angry fathers.

In the midst of my relief and triumph I suffer a pang of doubt.
Will it last? Will that hold on the crowd last? Will the hoodlums
not recover their phlegm very soon? Should I not break the spell
while I have the best of it—go back to my perch before the yamen?
But if I do, what happens then?

The vendor comes to my rescue, in a sense. He puts his foot
down and walks to his portable kitchen, behind me. I hear him
checking it over. The little door of the pantry canister clacks shut.
He makes the sounds of putting some charcoal on the fire. I hear
him setting the shoulder pole, and there is a creaking sound, and
he utters the understood grunt of everlasting weariness and sub-
mission of the poverty-stricken white underdog as he lifts his
kitchen up. I wonder: Is he going home? The crowd is silent.

He is looping around to my left; I sense this. He comes now into
my field of vision, and I see that he is really a brave man: He is
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going to pretend that nothing has happened, he is a cruller ped-
dler, he is going to scll fresh-cooked crullers to any in this crowd
who may be hungry. He is going to act as if he is glad a crowd has
gathered; it is easy to sell soybean crullers when a crowd has
gathered.

He makes a sale; money changes hands. A young yellow man
eats. The vendor thinks now to take out some dough and shape
and twist new crullers and drop them in the oil to cook. Another
sale. There is an air of normalcy; quiet talk spreads like a moisture
through the crowd. I still stand perched. The vendor is doing a
good business.

tis time, I conclude, to go back out to my proper perch. I feel
that my strength is renewed. I stand on both feet for a moment
and look squarely at the vendor, and I see that he is even resuming
his playful behavior of earlier. I turn and start out to the center
again.

It seems to me after I have walked a few paces that the murmur
of the crowd has suddenly swelled. Then almost at once I am
struck by an appalling realization which must also, I think, be
flying through the crowd.

The vendor is selling the yellows crullers made for him by
yellows. Someone will buy and eat the cruller that burned the
yellow youth’s fingers and fell in the dirt and was tossed back in
the oil.

The vendor knows what he is doing.

I have an impulse to turn back, to hasten back and resume the
perch I have just left before it is too late. Still walking I inwardly
hesitate; I tell myself that it would be a mistake to return, it might
even incite the yellows somehow. . . .

Behind me I hear a rush. There are grunts, blows. I do not turn,
I cannot turn now, I walk on. I hear thumps, wood splitting, a
metallic banging, a hiss. Much scuffling.

Then there is quiet again. I am still walking. I cannot look back,
but I know that the vendor’s form lies motionless on the ground,
his kitchen is broken to pieces and scattered.

The crowd is silent again. I have reached my post. I turn and
perch, facing the brutal block of the yamen, my blood boiling in
a need for revenge, revenge.

The elation 1 felt a few moments ago, the peace, the inner
strength—all are flown. I will never know whether, by returning
to the edge of the crowd and resuming my perch there, I could
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have averted this outcome, for it might be that the yellows would
have attacked the vendor even if I had been there, indeed even if
I had been standing there as a sleeping bird the whole time and
had never shown my back at all. I will never know. I can only
stand here in a helpless folk-fury that seems to burn my body.

With my head lowered I see the cluster of guards and police-
men near the yamen gate. They are looking toward the place, to
my left now, from which I heard the noises come, and they are
animatedly talking; I realize that none of them has lifted a finger
to intervene.

It is clear, as time drags itself unwillingly along, that nobody
in this throng, either official or idle, is going to do anything abont
the vendor and his ruined kitchen. They are going to be left lying
where they are.

I wonder if the vendor is alive. I wonder what would happen jf
he stirred.

Now a party emerges from the yamen gate. At its heart is a
brisk fellow in the uniform of an officer—not splendid, rather
drab, for the tone of the new regime, reacting against the pomp o1
the old court, is dun-colored and cotton-quilted.

The officer seems to be barking orders, though I cannot heax
them, and he points here and there with a stiff arm.

The policemen have been waved off, and they disconsolately
pull away, as if they have been told they cannot play with the
other schoolboys. They saunter along the fronts of the onlooking
crowd, still without formation or parade bearing; it scems as if
they have been strictly drilled in awkwardness.

The military detachments at the gate drift into patterns, and
slowly these rigidify into ranks. The regular gate guards are in
squads flanking the main gate and its brick-checkered spirit
screen; they are armed only with staves. The provincial militia,
with clubs and revolvers, form a double line. The rifle-bearing
troops make a square directly in front of the gate: directly in front
of me. And now the banner-bearers remove the oilskin covers
from their flags and unfurl them, and I experience a surge of
relief, for these are not the unanimous white banners of death,
such as I saw at Nose’s trial in the Northern Capital; they are
nothing worse than varicolored guidons of Excellency K'ung's
military units.

Now we wait. I say “we.” I have a feeling that I am an onlooker
with all the rest of this crowd.
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The forming up at the gate has caased a drowsy murmuring in
the crowd, which is curious but not thrilled and horrified as it was
a few moments ago, when they—and I—were participants; now
we are all watchers, for the abstraction in the fortlike seat of
power has taken some sort of initiative,

A sharp order rings out, which even at this short distance seems
thinned by the dry air so as to sound not manly but falsetto.

The slapping of hands on rifie stocks, a presentation of arms.

Around the spirit screen comes a squat figure in brilliant blue.
The sunlight is bright, the man’s hand goes up to shade his eyes
—or perhaps that is a disenchanted salute. No, he holds the hand
there: he wants to see the enemy. Me.

He turns his head and says something. Three or four petty
officers scramble to him with anxious faces. He waves a hand over
his shoulder in a vague gesture of something left behind in the
yamen. Two men run in.

The fat man chats with the officer in command. The latter turns
at one point and with the throaty contralto of an aging actress
puts his soldiers at parade rest.

The two men return helter-skelter from within. One is carrying
a sword in a scabbard, which he hands to the fat man. The stubby
man hooks the scabbard to his belt on his left hip. The two soldiers
who have run the errand are panting; the officer flicks the back
of his hand and they fall back.

The fat man draws the sword from its sheath with his right
hand and steps out onto the parade ground, and he walks straight
toward me.

(( The Trembling Blade

His progress is a hybrid of a waddle and a march. Al-
though he has a fat man’s handicap of not being able to keep his
feet close together in their swings from step to step, so they glide
forward in little arcs around his center of gravity, nevertheless he
also has a spinal erectness, a tucked chin, a tight thythm of paces
—a bearing of martial command. The sword is in his right hand,
point forward.

Not for him the modest uniform of the new regime. He is
gorgeous in the old style of warlordism—vivid blue satin, a touch
of ermine at collar and cuff, gold cords and braids, metal buttons
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that glisten in the sun, as if to advertise many plunders, vaults of
squeeze, a wealth that both derives from and becomes power.

I cannot tell anything yet from his face, except that he keeps it
inflexibly aimed at me. He has not looked once at the crowds that
flank him and me, and I doubt that he has even noticed the pros-
trate vendor and the debris of the kitchen.

I do not want to think explicitly about the sword, yet it keeps
attracting my attention by sending forward to my eyes piercing
gleams of reflection of the sun, as though the blade can project its
stabbing power to great distances. I push the sword aside in my
mind as just another accouterment, a symbol of authority—a fat
creature’s assertion of his manly power. I look away from it, but
ail It cuts me again with an upstroke of razor-edged sunlight.

He is approaching me with a rapidity for which I am grateful.
I haven’t much time to wonder what is going to happen to me.

He is wearing a conical hat of the old-fashioned mandarin style
—even to the spray of red-silk threads that falls from the apex.
He dresses out of, as he lives for, the past.

Now I begin to see his face: it does not look as fat as his torso.
From this distance, bobbing atop his strides, it surprises me by its
lack of harshness or brutality; I have the impression rather of a
cool, complacent arrogance.

He is not more than twenty paces away. I suddenly see, as
separate entities, his lips, his eyes. There is an illusion, grotesque
as the seeming smile on a dead face, of some pleasantry unex-
pressed, a fleeting joke. The thin lips are drawn back (he’s short
of breath?), the eyes sparkle (so does the sword).

I feel my body tightening, as though, without thinking it
through, I dimly expect him to lunge at me with that blade as
soon as he is close enough.

He stumbles. He has failed to sense some minor unevenness of
footing, and his left ankle seems to crumple under him. He falters
only slightly, however, and I see that he is a man of unusual
agility; he has that grace so often seen in the obese, who turn their
hateful tonnage into a lovely weightless floating. His recovery is
on the instant, and it seems to me possible that the crowd standing
at distances may not even have noticed his false step. But I have.
He knows I have. There has been a quick whipping of the sword,
which he has used as the tightrope walker uses his long bamboo
pole; he drops his eyes to the sword blade with a swift pout of his
mouth, as if the misstep had been the sword’s fault.
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This incident, small as it was, has given me great encourage-
ment, for I have had a glimpse, which Governor K'ung surely did
not want me to catch, of fallibility. I feel my body, which had
grown so tense, relaxing, and I am able to raise my left leg a little
higher. (I have not the slightest thought of weariness.) I see that
Governor K'ung, coming on, has noticed the movement of my
thigh, and I believe I see a shade of surprise on his face, and it
occurs to me that he has noticed for the first time, watching my
leg move, that I am a woman. Had he not been told this?

By now, if he were indeed going to rush at me, he would have
to be quickening his pace, leaning his stoutness into the start of
the assault. But he marches still.

I make no pretense now of keeping my head lowered and my
eyes hooded. I must see him, measure him. I am impelled to check
on the forward-pointing sword.

Half a dozen paces. One, two, three, four, five. Now comes a
dance of halting. It is the pure military stop: the right foot plunged
into immobility, the left foot rising up as if with astonishment and
then crashing down, finis, beside the right. During this maneuver,
which was accomplished with an impressive jiggling of fatty
tissue, I had the feeling that the Governor’s eyes were not looking
at me but were bulging with myriad lenses like the eyes of a fly,
and that he was looking into every pair of eyes all around the
reviewing ground watching him. I mean I had an impression of
vanity of an absolutely staggering dimension. Whatever happens,
I must take this into account.

Involuntarily I do now lower my head a little, pulling it down
into my shoulders, for seeing the sword still held parallel to the
ground I have a sudden fear that this supple ball of fat will whisk
the sword through the air without a word and cut my head off.
This is not too much to imagine; I have witnessed beheadings.

But what is that I see in the sun glints that are still on the
sword? (I hear the man puffing.) There is a fine trembling. I
might not have noticed the tremor on the bare steel itself, but
intermittently the delicate shaking brings quick little darts of sun-
shine into my eyes.

Governor K'ung stands at attention in front of me. He is close
to me, well within sword’s reach.

At first he says nothing. He is sucking in air with his mouth
open, and I suppose he is catching his breath. Vividly I see him.

He is exactly my height; our eye beams are entangled without
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an upward reach on either side. The pupils of his, under the puffy
epicanthic folds of “good” yellow eyes, are dark mirrors in this
light; the whites, pure white. Nothing clouds those clear eyes:
never drugs, I would wager, no drink, no inner doubt. Could it be
that an ascetic lives in this house of fat? To judge by the eyes, he
is swift-minded, keen. My earlier impression, that his face is not
as fat-looking as his torso, is confirmed, but his face is not for this
reason haggard or drawn. His black brows are unusually wide and
thick, his lips are wire-thin. Everything leads up to the brilliant
eyes under the enormous brows; the mouth has to be abandoned,
one cannot stay with that mean cut. The eyes speak to me, through
their glittering, cheerful lenses, of filthy hatred, of haughtiness, of
determination to hold me and all my white kind down in the dirt.

And one other awful feature: the thick neck. We have heard of
this aggressive neck in distant provinces, and it is justly famous.
The man’s head is not small, yet downward from the ears there is
a gross filling out—and not, it seems, to fat, but to a powerful
corded lay of muscles which give the impression that they contain,
like the bull’s neck, erectile tissue for combat.

We stand and look each other over with frank, open stares,
which would not be permissible in commonplace encounters: man
and woman shamelessly stripping each other, to and beneath
flesh, searching out with indecent haste the innermost core.

It must appear to the crowd (the vain Governor seems so aware
of appearances) that we are talking to each other in low voices.

I look even more closely at the Governor’s eyes, to try to see
what he is thinking. I see his continuing surprise—he feels both
cheated and titillated—at my being a desirable young woman. His
gaze descends to my breasts, my hips. I believe I see him shaking
off speculations, as if those glances had been little stumbles, like
the one his foot made approaching me; agilely his eyes return to
mine. He wants now to see how afraid I am.

Suddenly a thought comes into my head, as it were, from one
side, and it almost knocks me off my one-legged perch: The vendor
is lying off to my left. This is one thought the Governor cannot
read. I feel sure he is unaware of the vendor. What will come into
our relationship when the Governor knows about the vendor? I
must weigh this.

The Governor’s breathing is easier now. Those terrible lips lie
together, he can manage through his nose. Yet he does not speak
to me. What is he trying to do? Docs he mean to stare me to death?
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Or has he not made up his mind what to do? Has my unexpected
girlhood thrown him off course?

He has a row of medals on his vast chest. The metal circlets
overlap each other, hanging from their ribbons, but they seem to
be identical, and the one that is fully exposed has in low relief an
unmistakable (because of the mneck) profile of Governor K'ung
himself. Ail The self-praising hero. Now my eyes move from breast
to hip, right hip, where I see a revolver in a holster. He has modern
means of doing away with me; he has a whole platoon of men
with rifles at his back. Why then the sword? Is it (how I would
like to blunt it with thoughts!) only ceremonial? Is it just for
salutes? To remind of the past when we whites were slaves?

How effulgent the satin of his blue tunic! How many hours did
it take how many white women silk-reclers to unravel cocoons for
that tunic? With this thought—and remembering the vendor—
anger has welled up in me, old white anger. I look in the Gover-
nor’s eyes. I see the tiny veiled jump there when he makes out that
I am angry. He is the one who is supposed to be angry. But I see
plainly that he is not. He is a man with his own image hanging
on his chest trying to make some calculations. I think I might
prefer to find him angry.

He seems to exude cheerfulness and patience. His demeanor
seems to say, “I have plenty of time. I have all day. I have all the
time in the world.” He has the good humor of the truly fat. No, it
is more impenetrable than that: He has the good humor of the
bigot. Bigots can be all too pleasant, for they have no doubts to
worry them. Yes, something like a smile plays around those lam-
bent eyes—nothing could be said to “play” around his lips; any-
thing that trifled there might trip and maim itself. The Governor
Is definitely not in a hurry, and he has the look in his eyes of
being in good spirits, notwithstanding that delicate shaking I saw
on the sword blade.

But why doesn’t he speak?

Hooo, I must keep my eyes away from his. I must not let him
see the fear I feel. He must see nothing but white skin.

He is wearing a curious sash as a baldric from which the sword'’s
scabbard is hung. I focus on it. A stretch of it shows, crossing his
chest under his tunic, which hangs open at the front. The sash is
a width of embroidered silk on which a story is told in frieze of
gold thread, and of gray; a story of domination. Human figures,
gold and gray, struggle across it. The gray are bent, they seem to
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be burdened. The gold are beating the backs of the others with
rods. It is an awkward narrative of slavery! It is an old sash, made
(no doubt by a slave woman) for a master who felt like boasting
of his power. Governor K’'ung has had it brought out from some
musty box to wear today: to undermine me, to give himself
strength?

His not speaking is very strange. I put it together with the im-
pression I have had of his being at leisure: there is no hurry.
Suddenly I wonder:

What if he has decided to wait me out? What if he has decided
to stand there opposite me just as long as I perch here? What if
he stands there motionless and speechless all day? All day, all
night, as long as I'last? Fat as he is, cannot he stand there on two
feet longer than I can balance on one? Has he decided to answer
our symbolic protest with a symbolic assertion? We never speak
during our sleeping-bird demonstrations. Is he to remain silent the
whole time while he demonstrates . . . what?—the tale on his
baldric?—the old, old story of some men bending other men to
their wills?

What shall I do if this is what he has chosen? How can I counter
this tactic, if he has elected it? It would be an impressive answer
to us, for I don’t see how I could outlast him. What could I do?

The vendor comes into my mind; and Governor Kung’s vanity.
The vendor. How could he help me? I cannot imagine. He is flat
on his back, perhaps dead. I have not actually seen him prostrate,
but I feel certain that he is. How could he possibly help?

I hear laughter. Laughter runs again like an eddying wind
through the crowd, and I am made aware by this sound of the
tense silence that had preceded it. I have been concentrating so
closely on my adversary that I have lost all awareness of sound,
or the lack of it, and now hearing the gusts of laughter I realize
that a few moments ago I could hear the man breathe, so still was
the noonday around us.

Once again I cannot imagine what the laughter is about. Some-
thing to do with the vendor? Is he alive? Stirring into conscious-
ness? Have the young pranksters grown restless at the deadlock
between the Governor and me, and are they playing new tricks?
Would they dare, in the presence of Excellency K'ung of the bull
neck?

I have been through the mystery of this crowd’s laughter once
before, but the Governor has not. I have to admire his composure.
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What control! He does not take his eyes off me, but I do see minute
starts and flutterings of his stare, reflecting what must be power-
ful temptations to look to this side and that. He resists them all,
though he must know he could silence every guffaw and snicker
by gestures of no more than his left forefinger.

The laughter increases. I sense a third presence; somebody or
something is approaching. This feeling is confirmed as the Gov-
ernor’s gaze now does slide past me, to my left and rear, near the
ground. His look is one of annoyance and contempt. I have the
irrational thought that Rock is crawling toward us on all fours.

I'am startled by a contact—something pointed yet soft—against
the back of the leg on which I am standing; my scalp crawls, my
buttocks congeal into gooseflesh.

Now appears in front of me, sniffing at my trousers, the same
woebegone cur we had seen earlier. I cannot help looking down
at it, and yes, it is the same one, with the raggedly molting fur.
It is no longer a picture of terror, however; it fans the air with its
moth-eaten-looking tail, it ducks its head in repeated invitations
to petting and play. As it sniffs at me it pokes my leg with its nose.

The crowd is laughing hard.

The dog is bound to lose interest in my unresponding form, and
it will surely go to the Governor and start sniffing and wagging at
him. What will Excellency K'ung do then? He will kick the dog,
send it hurtling away with a high-pitched yelp and tail tucked
forward between its scurrying hind legs. He may even use his
sword; I must brace myself against the sight of blood. Governor
K'ung has been so contained, so controlled—rage must be boiling
under the rashers of fat: rage, if at nothing else, then at the
laughter of his yellow populace, and now at this insubordinate
cur, and probably all along at me. The poor dog will catch the
sword as my proxy; I wish I could give the creature a sign, keep
him by my feet. It sniffs at my raised shoe, it sniffs at my crotch:
gusts of hilarity right and left. I hold still.

There it goes, finally bored, toward His Excellency. Its head is
lowered, its tail still wags but more discreetly, the whole form is
lowered in a worshipful crouch, for even a dog can sense the
august nature of the second figure standing here in the open.
Authority must have its distinctive scent.

Governor K'ung’s eyes flash now with a certain readiness, and
I'watch the feet to see whether the man’s balance is being gathered
for a swift and nimble dig at the gaunt ribs. I look at the sword
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hand, to see whether the grip has tightened, driving blood from
the knuckles.

Something is certainly different. Ai, yes, the laughter has
ceased. Utter silence, but for the snuffling of the dog’s dusty,
rubbery nose.

Governor K'ung, I realize, is not going to react. Not by so much
as a hair. Neither kick nor whistling slash. Nothing. He is going
to match my indifference. The mountain of flesh is frozen. What
strength the yellow man has!

The wagging stops. The cur is mysteriously intimidated. It
slinks off.

What does the poor dog know? I am frightened. Is there a
K'ung Method, which may bring the defeat, for good and all, of
the Sleeping-Bird Method?

A disgusting look of self-satisfaction seeps into the Governor’s
face.

What did the dog smell? Did it smell the habit of domination?
Did it smell the power of yellowness?

We are back at the beginning of things. Excellency Kung is a
yellow man, and the essence of the K'ung Method is quite simple:
Have a yellow skin. Even a dog knows that.

Governor K'ung is planted with a straight back, holding the
sword pointing forward, parallel to the ground, and he seems will-
ing to wait all day, or till I faint with exhaustion; he is yellow
power, arrogance, contempt. I balance on the one leg, and I am
white defiance We are at an impasse. We stand. We glare. We
cannot move.









& BOOK ONE e

( A Visitor

THAT DAY when it all began I was working with other young girls
at our village pottery shed.

I was near the wheel of Mrs. Kathryn Blaw, the senior potter,
who was also storyteller at our village library. Narrow parrot-nosed
face, hair drawn back in a bun, simple brown clay-spattered work
smock—she was in the shade of the tin roof of the wheel shop,
but the brilliant light of a reflected Arizona afternoon flooded her,
filling every wrinkle of her dry white skin with a juvenating liquid
glow; the wheel shop was only a roofed shed without walls.

Mrs. Blaw was building up from a lump of tempered clay the
sides of a large graceful urn of the sort our village sold, mostly to
California merchants, for the storage of grain and fruit. As she
worked on the earthen shell at the low wheel, her shoulders curv-
ing and her breasts pendent within the smock, the swift flapping,
paying, and wilting of her sharp hands expressed without doubt
her ferocity, her edgy temperament, the wild spirit that took hold
of her when she wound into a tale; she terrified my friend Agatha,
and me, and all of us who had lately been children.

She shouted for a new batch of worked clay.

The women at the kneading troughs started up like partridges
surprised in a thicket of greasewood, and their sudden flurry
stirred a fuss among the chickens, sheep, and goats that wandered
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freely within the compound wall. Since our country’s defeat in the
Yellow War we had lived a marginal life, subject to many dangers,
of drought, jealousy between states and cities, slave raids, brig-
andage, cow-stealing, and depressed lawlessness. For security our
village was divided into walled compounds, and all the compounds
together were enclosed in a single continuous hedge of impene-
trable prickly growth: cactus, thorns, briers, brambles. My fa-
ther’s house was in the compound that also contained the pottery
works, and I never felt entirely safe outside its walls of clay pile,
which were taller than the tallest man, and except to go to the
clay pits by day I never ventured beyond the outer village hedge,
for Kathy Blaw had told us tales of carnivorous mountain bears,
yellowish in color, which traveled in herds of hundreds, swooped
down into the desert on hunters, seized their weapons, and made
prey of the would-be predators; and of men, unthinkably yellowy
too, who panyarred unwary wanderers and took them away to the
sea.

My mother, who was one of the kneaders, called out that it was
time for Agatha and me to go to the pits to fetch more raw clay.

We two scuttered like roadrunners in the dust of the compound
out through its gate, carrying a galvanized tin bucket between us.

A few yards along the unpaved village street, outside the gate
of the compound of the Church of Santa Maria de Felicidad,
among the many little outdoor shrines to various saints, I care-
lessly glanced at the porcelain figure of San Pedro of Chaco Rico,
a local patron of easy pregnancies, standing alone in his little hut,
which was like a birdhouse on a pole, with what seemed to me his
sensual gypsy face, and at once I crossed myself (though I was
not enlisted in his faith), for I believed he could alter the fate of
any young girl on his slightest whim.

Agatha’s father was Mayor Jencks. Near the mayor’s compound,
in a little movable booth shaded by a striped canvas awning, sat
sleepy Plimpton, who sold the villagers newspapers and magazines
that were dropped off outside the hedge by the Flagstaff bus, and
gum, shoestrings, cheap toys, and religious relics. Since the defeat
we had had a powerful revival of all faiths. Our village numbered
less than a thousand, but we had five churches, and Plimpy’s
wares included a guaranteed lock of hair of Marcos de Zuza, the
first Franciscan friar to have explored our valley long ago; a speck
of gold said to be from one of Brigham Young’s twenty-seven
wedding rings; slivers from the one and only True Cross set under
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tiny magnifying glasses; and other “genuine” curiosa that Plimp-
ton sold, mainly to children and gaffers, to attract good and ward
off bad cess. I myself, though a Methodist, wore a locket he had
sold me for a quarter containing a scrap of cloth from the robe of
a Jesuit martyred at Guevavi; I had also slipped into the case, to
fortify its beneficence, a used horseshoe nail and a tail thrown by
a lizard.

“What's new?” I asked, scanning Plimpy’s magazines and
papers.

He yawned. “Examiner come in this morning, says the Syndi-
cate’s on the rampage again.”

“Where?”

“Down beyond Jerome.”

“That’s pretty far.”

“You never know,” Plimpy said. By now his burdensome eyelids
were sagging over the blue moons of his pupils, from which, they
having perceived that no sale was to be made, the dim light was
rapidly fading.

Agatha and I were girls of fifteen, and we could not help being
easy-hearted. We ran on, giggling over Plimpy’s delicious nodding,
his news already gone from our minds.

We came to the gap in the eight-foot-high hedge that served as
the main village entrance. The half dozen chevaux-de-frise at the
opening—big spiked frames tangled with barbed wire—had been
pulled apart by the pit tractor just enough to allow passage to
people on foot. Four men stood sentry duty at the opening.

Edging outside, Agatha and I saw the sunlit world to the west
—in the near foreground a sea of gold, where down a tipping
tableland the chest-high rabbit brush was in full bloom, then the
dusty ribbon of the unpaved highway, then a rock-strewn stretch,
with the reddish massif of Dead Guest Mesa off to the left, and, all
beyond, reaching up and up, cloaked with sagebrush and collared
with pinyon pine, the great pale shoulders of the Chaco Rico
Range. Elated by this wide sight, we sped to our right along the
outside of the hedge, until, turning the village corner, we saw a
landscape in a different mood: a curve of a brown river, feathery
cottonwoods, a stripe of thirsty verdure meandering off southward
in the general dustiness.

Here we came to the clay pits. We stood on the rim. The old
half-track pit bulldozer was chattering and coughing, and the
young men in the work gang, naked down to the belts of their
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jeans, shouted to each other over the engine’s unsteady sputtering.
They were cutting pile for a new compound wall as well as clay for
the potters. The dozer was hauling an old-fashioned mud scoop,
at whose handles four young men strained as the metal lip cut
into the iridescent ooze.

Sitting like an easy horseman at the controls of the dozer was
Gabe, the foreman of the village labor gang. Agatha and I had
more than once whispered about his beautiful shirtless back at
work, where manifold energies seemed to ripple like aspen leaves
in languid air. Now Agatha struck me lightly on my backsides, and
I knew what she meant: Look! Gabriel! There he is!

Our bucket having been packed with damp clay, we took it be-
tween us and started back with a fluent trotting straight-spined
haste, for we carried half as much as either of us weighed.

As the path swung around a tall candelabra of giant cactus, not
far from the main gate in the hedge, I was startled to see a con-
voy of three big autos turn off the highway and onto the bumpy
spur up to the village. My first thought: They are some yellows.
I had never seen a yellow man, but terror of the faraway victors
had been bred into me and underlay every moment of my life.

Agatha and I dropped the bucket and started to run for the gate.

While I fleetly ran, soon leaving clumsy Agatha behind, I
scanned the procession throwing up funnels of dust as it ap-
proached.

The first car was a blue Overland with a heap of baggage
strapped into a rack on its roof; then followed, dusty but glinting
in the sunlight with trimmings of brass around its headlights
which curved up like cornets out of its fenders, a snazzy Pierce
Arrow with wickerwork pants and a cabriolet top; and finally a
long Packard touring car, in the baeck of which, behind an auxiliary
windscreen, sat five men playing “Stormy Weather” with zany
abandon on a tenor sax, two trumpets, a trombone, and a kazoo,
while a man in the right front seat, who was evidently a drummer,
thumped a beat on the outside metal of the car door.

Some sort of traveling show, I thought, as I scooted into the
opening between the chevaux-de-frise. The guards were nervous.
I was both elated and terrified. Our village never had casual visi-
tors. California licenses!

I ran very fast all the way to the pottery shed, and I collapsed
on my knees at my mother’s lap, a piercing stitch under my ribs.
I panted out what I had seen. My mother’s alarm quadrupled mine.
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She sharply told me to run and tell the mayor, Agatha’s father,
and at once I was on my feet again, running again.

I knew that my father, who was our schoolmaster—we were
then in our summer vacation—was at the mayor’s house “con-
ferring”; otherwise known as having a beer. I ran straight into
the mayor’s office. Agatha’s father and mine and two other men
were in the cool room, playing cards. It was amazing how the
mere sight of my father’s broad face calmed me; my chest stopped
its painful heaving.

I told the mayor what I had seen.

The mayor quietly directed my father to have the women pre-
pare guest rooms in our compound and told all his companions to
spruce up for the visitors; for courtesy was the basic law of our
lives, even in danger, which was always presumed to exist.

1 went home with my father, clinging lovingly by one hand to
his belt at the back of his trousers.

The potters broke off their work; Kathy Blaw, fierce woman
though she seemed to be, showed not a sign of emotion over the
ruin, through incompletion, of her morning’s efforts. By the time
my father was finely dressed, in black coat and string tie, we could
hear the visitor's musicians patiently playing outside the hedge.
“Button Up Your Overcoat.” “Mood Indigo.” Most of the village
went out to watch as the mayor strode to the gate to receive the
visitor.

The band came first through the gap, six foxy-looking gents in
sharp dark clothes, and then followed a large fat man in a
crumpled white suit, with a white necktie and a Panama hat with
a white band; his manner was benign and genteel, and he grinned
with a corpulent man’s irrepressible good humor.

Our mayor, my father, and other important men approached
him, flourishing their pistols over their heads, whooping greetings
and jumping around to make a show of politeness that was at the
same time a show of strength, while the visitor laughed, bobbed his
head, and gracefully waved his huge arms as if they were weight-
less wings; then removing his hat from a totally bald and perspir-
ing capitol of a skull, he bent with some effort in a low sweeping
bow, his Panama whooshing up a salute of our village dust.

Our compound was crowded all day. We girls had to keep our
distance with the women, who stayed mostly out of sight—except
for a few principal wives, who fed the men and shooed flies away
from them.
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Agatha and I crept out a couple of times and peeked into the
house where the men sat, fanning themselves with folded news-
papers, sucking at tall glasses with straws, and quietly talking.

After the worst of the afternoon heat the visitors left. The band
boarded the Packard and played “Baby Face.” The cars drove off
in a whirl of dust.

Until evening there was a stir of talk; the visitor had set him-
self forth as a real estate speculator, looking for irrigable lands
to buy and sell. The band and all was for auctions, he’d said. He
was jovial, the reports went, a bottomless drinker, inquisitive
beyond good manners, quick in his own answers, mendacious
without a doubt.

Shortly after dark there was a fuss at our bolted compound gate.
A messenger had come from the mayor to tell my father that two
of the village men could not be found anywhere. Kid Schlepp and
Johnno Pye, grove men. Were they with him? Father searched the
pottery factory, the schoolhouse, and the eight homes of our en-
closure with great zeal, but the men were not in our compound.
They had vanished from the village.

({ Away Like Goats

I slept fitfully, starting up again and again from fright-
ful dreams, in one of which, the worst of all, there was lightning.
Early in the morning I burst from yet another, in which I had
been pursued by all the potters, who screamed at me, and Kathy
Blaw, with furious eyes, having howled louder and run faster
than the rest, had hurled at my head the curved iron tool with
which she scraped the drying clay of half-finished pots.

I awoke at that, but with a flesh-crawling feeling that the night-
mare had not ended, because a ghastly faraway screeching per-
sisted in my ears. I jumped out of bed. I saw that my mother,
father, and sister—we all slept in one room—were not yet
stirring. I was afraid that some evil presence had entered my
head; I remembered my careless glance at San Pedro’s por-
celain smile the day before. I ran out into the compound. It
was barely light. The shrilling was far beyond the wall. I had
to see what it was, for fear that my mind was going, and
clutching my locket of the Guevavi martyr which hung on a string
around my neck, I hurried trembling in my nightgown to the
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compound gate, which was shut and bolted. I peeped through one
of its judases, and wondered, with a new onset of tremors,
whether I was still drugged in a bad dream.

At a distance I could see the gate of Mayor Jencks’s compound,
its stout boards splintered like matchwood, and back and forth
through the gap ran strangers who seemed in the dim light to be
dressed in ordinary dark suits, and they were dragging out limp
shapes in white—could they be the forms of some of our villagers
in pajamas and nightgowns? The shrieks I had heard were coming
from within that compound.

I ran back and threw myself against my mother’s body. She was
awake and trembling; my father was getting out of bed. Mother
clutched my sister and me in her arms. Father picked up his pistol
and rushed out in his pajamas.

Cringing in our room, we heard my father and other men of
our compound shouting and running, and later—time seemed
strung out like an endless creeper of the thorn apple which Indians
brewed to induce visions—many shots, cries, clashes, groans, and
screams, of both men and women, and later still we heard the
gate of our compound rammed and shattered, and four of the
strangers bulled into our house and roughly hauled my mother
and my sister and me outside. They drove us with other women
of our compound in a pack toward the mayor’s compound.

Not far along, near smiling San Pedro, I saw a headless body
lying and, a few feet away, the head, its face shockingly at peace,
of one of my classmates in school, Wesley Bane, who had been a
shy, gentle youth, learning to be a weaver.

God, I saw then that some of these strangers in ordinary
business suits were armed with swords—curving broad blades
of the sort the yellows used.

We saw the corpses of a dozen men as we went—an ironsmith,
old Shaughnessy the gravedigger, and several young grove men
and stable hands.

The women and girls of the village, all in nightgowns, some of
which were sheer and immodest, were assembled in the mayor’s
compound. There was not a scund, even of the terror we so amply
shared. Not one of our men was to be seen. We waited. The sun
climbed to heat our shoulders.

Led by the same small jazz band we had seen the day before,
which was now playing a hepped-up “Halls of Montezuma,” an
important man, apparently the commander of this raid, dressed in
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a double-breasted blue pinstripe suit, came into the compound,
and it was no surprise that by his side, whispering in his ear,
obsequious yet always grinning, was our bulky white-clad visitor
of the day before; and at his ear and beck stood our two village
men who had disappeared the previous evening, Kid Schlepp and
Johnno Pye, grove men, now complaisant to their kidnappers and
sure of themselves. They must have led the breachers to the
weakest stretch of the hedge; here they were giving information
whenever it was demanded.

The commander sorted us into categories, the sturdy women in
one crowd, the girls apart, and the weak, the sick, and the old in
a group that was removed from us—to be beheaded, as we later
learned to our horror. I was separated from my mother; I held
tight to the fat body of Agatha.

In the noon sun we were driven away from our village like
goats. The last I saw inside the hedge was the commander super-
vising the burning of our churches. A number of our village men
marched behind us in chains. I searched in vain for my father.

We walked the dusty highway, having eaten nothing, until the
sun was low. The procession was fairly long—the commander’s
party, in creeping autos, with the band swinging away in the
open Packard; our able-bodied women, our flock of frightened
girls; then the main force of the dark-suited raiders, many carry-
ing cut-off heads and laden with looted belongings; and finally,
under guard, our village men, whose progress in chains was slow,
so we were all forced to halt often, letting them close ranks.

Near evening we arrived at an assembly station, a campground
of a row of corrugated-iron roofs on poles. We girls were huddled
under one roof, and were left, as dusk fell, to sleep on empty
bellies on the bare earth while the raiders encamped in a hostile
ring of fires around us.

Agatha and I clung to each other and wept. I had never in my
life felt such dejection. I was torn from my village, which I had
left no more than a half dozen times all told, to take the bus trip
to Flagstaff and back; I was separated from my mother, and I was
afraid I would never see my father again.

Agatha, exhausted from the day’s march in her capsule of fat,
fell quickly asleep, but grief and confusion made my head whirl.
Sitting cross-legged, with one knee touching the hollow of Agatha’s
back for reassurance, I opened the locket of the Guevavi martyr
and tipped out onto my palm the tiny fold of drab cloth, the rusty
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bent nail, and the shriveled curl of lizard tail. These, my only
remaining possessions, had taken on a numinous importance in
my mind; my only hopes, it seemed, as I put the luck items back
in the locket, were housed in that little metal lozenge, and I lay
down with it cupped in my hand and awoke in the morning grip-
ping it.

As the sun climbed we were taken, all of us, chained men, able-
bodied women, and sturdy children, into the shade of a grove of
cottonwoods, and we were fed, and quite well, from camp
kitchens, and the jazz band played for us. We were commanded
to remain cheerful!

Agatha found her father. I hurried about looking for mine.

I came across my mother, in hopeless tears, her face and shoul-
ders sunburned and her unshod feet bruised from the march of
the day before (we young ones, having been perpetually tanned
and barefoot, were not affected); she did not know what had hap-
pened to Father—she’'d heard a rumor that a party of men had
been kept at the village to raze it to the dusty ground with bull-
dozer, truck, and barrow, to remove every trace of it from sight
and, in the end, from memory.

Running here and there to try to confirm this rumor, I saw
Gabriel, who stood straight and somber in his fetters; and skinny
Plimpton, hollow-chested and sallow-skinned, drowsing just as he
had used to in his booth at home; and Mrs. Kathy Blaw, who
took me by the shoulders and, eyes burning, told me that my boy
friend had been killed, Arty Coteen, who used to take me to the
movies and hold my hand. My breast was already so full of sorrow
that I could not distinguish any new pain for Arthur.

The band blasted out an admonitory fanfare. A soldier shouting
into an amplifier ordered us tinnily to stand still where we were.

Into the grove came the man in the pinstripe suit—Mort Blain,
we had realized, a notorious front man for the Palm Springs Syndi-
cate, whose pictures we had often seen in the papers over the
years—and with him our portly, grinning, whited visitor, evidently
Blain’s aide, and our two villagers, Schlepp and Pye, their captive
guides, who by now were strutting with self-importance.

We were counted. The fat man in the white suit held a clip-
board, on which he recorded the tally. I was thrilled to be counted
as a grown woman. When the enumeration was done the fat man
and Mort Blain rode off somewhere in the Pierce Arrow, and we
were dismissed. The raiders marched away, all but a guard.
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We were kept at the assembly station for four days. Each morn-
ing and afternoon we were taken to the cottonwood grove for food
and music. On the third evening a new large procession arrived, of
captives from two villages far from ours, strangers to us; we made
acquaintances with them easily, partly because of our common
lot and partly because they, as we, were all in pajamas and night-
gowns, so there was a shared intimacy, though a dusty one, to
begin with.

The new captives were mustered the following morning in the
cottonwoods, and again the fat man recorded the count on his
clipboard.

As soon as this tally was completed, some of the dark-suited
men began forming everyone into a procession, which circled our
assembly area as its elements took their places in line, and to
Agatha and me-——we were only fifteen—this falling-in seemed, at
first, an entertainment.

But then as the raiders formed up their line came the end in
sudden nausea of our pleasure. Many of the dark-suited men were
still carrying severed heads, to claim bounty for them from the
Syndicate.

Agatha exclaimed: “Look! Arthur Coteen!”

She was pointing at a head that one of the first of the raiders had
by the hair. I looked at it only long enough to see that Agatha had
not been mistaken. Then I turned full away, my knees weak at a
possibility that surged into my mind: what if I should see my
father’s head being carried along?

From that moment, and all through the march, I looked mostly
at the ground.

We walked for seven days to horrible cheery music from the
Packard. At night we slept under trees like ground squirrels.
Agatha weakened; she leaned on me. She was hysterically fearful
of all poisonous creatures—Gila monsters, tarantulas, scorpions—
and during the nights her whispered fears seeped into me. Some
days we passed many village hedges, and we trudged across
wastes of mesquite and climbed through granite-ribbed passes.
Our column crossed the Colorado on a bridge at Ehrenberg.

Mrs. Kathy Blaw walked much of the time with Agatha and me,
and this fierce woman turned out to be sulkily protective of us;
she was a barren woman and perhaps had an angry need for
daughters. My mother cried day and night, apparently because
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her nightgown was sheer; I was ashamed of her and kept away
from her.

We came to Palm Springs. On the way into the beautiful green
town our procession had to move to the side of the road, once, to
let the white Cadillac roadster of Gay Moya pass—the great movie
star who had had the highest box office in the nation the year be-
fore. How often she had made me weep! In her car she looked
amazingly plain to me, and rather cross at being delayed by our
dusty file.

( The Syndicate

Very early the following morning we were driven in a
herd into and through the outer gardens of a vast estate on the
edge of town. At the gate where we entered, and at each of the
gates of the successive fences and walls through which we passed,
pairs of human heads lay on the ground to remind all who entered
of the limitless mountain-lion power of the Syndicate. We were
urged into a corner of an enormous patio, along three sides of
which ran Spanish arcades; under the central one of these a long
curtain was drawn closed. Nothing happened for several hours.
The sun climbed until it stood on our heads.

Suddenly doors at the far side of the great patio opened, pipe-
organ music blared from speakers hidden in the palmettos, and at
the command of our guards all of us fell to our knees and lowered
our foreheads. Gabriel was near me; turning my head a little, I
saw this proud young man, who had endured the indignities of
recent days with such a grave, serene bearing, tremble now in his
red-striped pajamas.

We heard the Syndicate’s legal staff, which was like a flock of
clerics, droning some kind of formal iargon with which “meet-
ings” apparently always began. At length, under the direction of
the guards, we raised our heads but remained kneeling. The cur-
tains under the arcade drew back.

There they were, in a dazzling ambiance that I recognized at
once, from Kathy Blaw’s tales, as a striving imitation of yellow
magnificence. This was the nightmare of our lives—that as
shadows behind every event the yellows moved in ghostly ways,
always the yellows. . . .
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The five bosses of the Syndicate were seated under a purple
awning appliquéd with silver devices, on ornate gilded sofas that
were placed on a carpet of deep blue silk. Each of the five rested
one foot on the back of a crouching woman, and a woman in a
long silk gown held a golden spittoon for each, and other women
in diaphanous pantaloons, with silver manillas all up their arms,
fanned them, and still others kept flies away with long horsehair
whisks that moved like curling smoke.

I wondered: Was this really what the yellows were like? Could
they be so vulgar, so pretentious, so cruel?

I was astonished, daring at last to look at Themselves, to see
that they were just men. Four out of five bald.

Of course I knew them from pictures in the papers: Gruenkopf,
Shannon, Bink, Sammerfield, Rune. Bink, yes, pock-marked.
Gruenkopf, Shannon, and Sammerfield sucking on cigars. All in
business suits and horn-rimmed glasses—frightful crooks in re-
spectable guise.

My alarm was intensified now by the entrance of Mort Blain,
with his huge adviser, his lawyer, his bodyguard, and several of
his dark-suited raiders, for their approach to the quintumvirate
of the Syndicate was so abject that one could not help dreading
the capabilities behind those five sets of heavy horn-rims. These
raiders, so awesome in recent days to us their captives, crawled
literally on their bellies the whole breadth of the paved patio, pin-
stripe and Palm-Beach no better than mop-rag and dustcloth,
until they lay directly before the bosses of the Syndicate. At a
snap of Bink’s fingers they rose to a kneeling position, and atten-
dants gave to them and, later, to others, including our own Kid
Schlepp and Johnno Pye, who had served as all too willing guides,
rich gifts as rewards for their roles in these raids.

Next, to a continuous tattoo of snare drums, raiders entered
the patio carrying the heads they had brought back with them,
to claim bounty, and at the sight of the first grisly burden I felt
as if the heat of the sun were pressing on my own head like a
flatiron; I thought I would die. I looked fixedly at the swollen feet
of the woman kneeling before me; dust lay in cobweb lines in
the wrinkles of her soles. The transactions seemed to take forever;
I heard the telling out of dollars to each decapitator. I could think
of nothing but my solid-hearted father, his broad benign face, his
smile like food to me, and I wanted the sun’s iron to press me
into oblivion.
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Now we went through a new sorting. We were driven on our
knees in our filthy, dusty nightgowns and pajamas up a channel
formed by lawyers on one side and raiders on the other, and we
passed in review before the five men, one or another of whom
occasionally raised a finger, at which a captive was set aside in
a group destined, I guessed, for the farms of the Syndicate. Our
thin newsdealer was taken out of the line just ahead of me. Poor,
sleepy Plimpton!—would they send him to work on a farm?

The roll of the drums had now ceased, and there was no sound
at all, except once when a small boy from our village whimpered
with fear till his mother clapped her hand over his mouth.

I was unchosen. So was Agatha. We were driven back to our
crowded corner.

When the selection was over, a noisy argument broke out among
the five in the silky pavilion. I saw the mighty Sammerfield rail
against Bink like a garage mechanic in a village row. Suddenly
the great Mort Blain was thrust forward by soldiers, was stripped
of his pinstripe and all his clothes but his one-piece shoulder-strap
B.V.D.’s—presumably to reduce him to our level of shame—and
he was unceremoniously thrust along on hands and knees, with
a yellow-style sword pinking his Pierce-Arrow-softened buttocks,
into our captives’ corner.

Then we were led away to the movie-theater parking lot where
we had been penned to pass the previous night under the open sky.
Raiders who had leaped at Mort Blain’s slightest whisper along
the road from our village now treated him with no less, but no
more, contempt than they bestowed on common captives. We
settled down for the night. Agatha and I lay in each other’s arms,
exhausted with our daylong fright. We were told nothing.

( The March of the Coffle

We arose with the sun, and some of us were strung in a
coffle to march we knew not where. We were two hundred seventy-
five captives, more or less, with a company of the Syndicate’s
special “police”—in robin’s-egg blue and Sam Browne belts—to
guard us, and a man, to whom the cops referred as Mr. Slattee,
in charge.

The coffle was a series of strings of captives in single file, men
first. I saw Gabriel in the line, his weight on one leg. a hip slung
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out, with his air of scornful indifference, his left ankle made fast
by a length of chain to the left leg of the man ahead of him, his
right foot fettered to that of the man behind. We women followed,
tied to each other, a long pace apart, with leather thongs around
our necks. My mother was left behind; we had no chance to say
goodbye. Kathy Blaw was just ahead of me, Agatha next after me.
Each of us, man and woman alike, was given a burden—some item
of plunder for trade. Each man, besides, had to keep one of his
loops of chain off the ground to make walking possible. Two Ford
pickup trucks were loaded with foodstuffs for our journey.

As we were driven out of the Syndicate’s winter resort I felt a
sadness and fear deeper than anything I had known in the previ-
ous days, and I was forced to realize that despair is not like a well,
which has a hard bottom at last. All my family ties—my living
links with the golden Prewar Epoch—were torm away from me.

The citizens of Palm Springs scarcely glanced at us as we
walked along, our only music now the rhythmic clinking of the
men’s chains, for the men were forced to keep in step in order
to move at all. The festive feeling Agatha and I had had, the
excited curiosity of our march toward Palm Springs, when we
had had with us the Pierce Arrow cabriolet, the Packard as fecund
with tunes as a jukebox, the raiders in their sinister suits—these,
with their particular horror and thrill, were gone. Our guards,
on incessantly puttering motorcycles with sidecars, were—robin’s-
egg blue be damned—surly men who did not hesitate to use their
nightsticks; Mr. Slattee was a hard veteran who rode atop the cab
of one of the pickup trucks surveying our line with jackal eyes.

Mort Blain, chief raider emeritus, who had ridden in curtained
splendor to Palm Springs, was in B.V.D.’s and chains. His little
melon belly bulged under the netlike material of his underwear.
In the movie parking lot the night before, a report had hissed
about that Blain’s crime was that he had forgotten to film the be-
headings in our village; this had caused Sam Sammerfield’s
peasant rage. The great Mort looked not only undistinguished
now, but cowardly, servile, and unable to care for himself. He
seemed disgusting. One of our desert proverbs said, “When chil-
dren see an eagle draggled by the rain, they say it’s a vulture.”

Agatha would not speak; she seemed like a plant wilting of
thirst.

Her father, the mayor, was with us; in the parking lot we had
looked to him to procure some word of our fate, even perhaps some
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amelioration of it, but he had stared at the ground like a sick dog.
He walked now with listless steps.

Beyond the outskirts of the town we tried to learn from the
cops where they were taking us, but they, steeped in the prudent
secretiveness of all of our people since the defeat—“never tell
more than half that you know,” said the gopher in one of Kathy
Blaw’s tales—would only say that we were going to have “a
healthy walk.”

Kathy Blaw called out in the raucous voice she had sometimes
used at the climax of a story, chilling us to the marrow, that we
were going to be slaughtered and minced and eaten with chop-
sticks in a sweet-and-sour sauce by men with yellow skins. A
cop slapped her hard with the flat of his hand. Kathy Blaw glared
at him.

We walked all that day, and all the next, past peaceful California
hamlets, along the sun-drenched valley, with the San Jacinto range
on our left and the San Bernardinos on our right. At night the
soldiers chained the men’s hands to necklaces of fetters. We slept
in the open.

On the third day we left the highway—apparently our captors
did not want the coastal Californians to see human beings in
chains and thongs—and followed an unpaved truck trail into tiers
of hills on the northern side of the valley. We left behind all signs
of men. Over the clank of the chains and the muttering of the
motorcycles we heard faraway barking—coyotes? —and now and
then, during halts, we heard distant crashing in the underbrush—
wildcats? mountain lions? Horrible lizards and toads abounded.
That night we camped in a glade, with the terrors of the wild
hills all around us. I tried in vain to shut out of my mind Agatha’s
constant babbling about hairy spiders and rustling scorpions. I
clutched tight to my locket of the martyr of Guevavi, lest it be
stolen from me. Many of the women, with sunburnt shoulders and
lacerated feet, moaned awake and asleep.

Suddenly, in the dark, a flash of communal panic roused us
all, and there was a hysterical chattering among our whole coffle,
for the bizarre announcement Kathy Blaw had made from out of
our postwar folklore (it couldn’t be true but it could), that we
were to be devoured by yellow-skinned people, caught among us,
all at once, like a telegraphic epidemic sickness. The women all
began to weep. We were desperately afraid because we felt we
had no means of seeking safety through worship: our faraway
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churches were burned down, and we had no priests or preachers.
Who could efficaciously lead us in prayer? The cops tried to
whack us into silence, but our fears were not easily stilled in this
hollow surrounded by looming shoulders of pinyon pine.

The next day was hard. We had slept little. The men were be-
ginning to limp, lamed by their irons, even though the fetters were
alternated from ankle to ankle each night. Now that we were in
wild country Mr. Slattee removed the thongs from the necks of
the women, for we were so fearful of our surroundings that we
kept in a tight band anyway.

Here Kathy Blaw—such an irritable, sharp, and frightening
woman back at home, the more terrifying to us who were young
because she carried in her head the whole of the mythlike past
from before the Yellow War—turned her reluctant attention to
Agatha, who was so weak that Mr. Slattee had excused her from
carrying a packet. My friend, who had always been so wily, mis-
chievous, and self-interested, grew empty-eyed and pinguidly limp.
Mrs. Blaw and I walked on either side of her, trying to support
her while carrying loads of our own.

At dusk—and all through the night, I suppose—Agatha lay with
her eyes open. At dawn she refused to eat. Halfway through the
morning, as we began to descend from the hills through a fertile
canyon in which ash-willows, stunted sycamores, and gnarled live
oaks at least gave us shade, we women were attacked by a swarm
of bees, and Agatha, indifferent to her surroundings, too feeble
to dart away through bushes as most of us did, to get away from
the frenzied insects, was severely stung. The coffle halted while
Kathy Blaw picked out the stings and poulticed Agatha with the
old remedy of cigarette tobacco, grudgingly granted by Mr. Slattee,
and spit. Agatha refused to go on. She said with a sudden flaring
up of spirit that she would never stand up again.

Mr. Slattee ordered soldiers to apply willow switches, and
Agatha, though accustomed to the frequent disciplinary whippings
that had been the lot of every post-defeat child in our village,
soon could stand no more, and she struggled to her feet, and we
moved on.

In the afternoon, when we had reached more level ground,
Agatha uttered a single cry, as of surprise, and tried to run away
into the undergrowth, but she was too weak, and she fell not far
from the path. She was punished again, but this time she did not
react. Mr. Slattee, who could not order Agatha to be carried on
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one of the pickups, because a dozen older women needed to ride
nearly as badly as the fat girl and would surely have malingered
if they had seen a single rider, ordered a stretcher made of willow
splints, to which Agatha’s body was lashed with some of the
leather thongs, and she was carried by pairs of male prisoners in
relays. Even this caused groans, feigned collapses, and exag-
gerated limps among the weaker women, but willow withes kept
them moving.

At dark we reached a small clear stream at the floor of a pretty
canyon. We had had a heavy forced march that day, under a hot
sun, with only some dry biscuits to eat since dawn. Our people,
even the strong men, were exhausted and demoralized, and some
of the more desperate ones began to whistle in unison “The Drink-
ing Song” from The Shores of Barbary. This gang whistling had a
macabre effect of false cheerfulness and bravado that expressed,
under the circumstances, a most insulting attitude toward Mr.
Slattee. He ordered the men’s hands bound, and he separated the
most despondent a good distance from the rest of us. Agatha re-
fused food. Lulled by the sound of the stream, I slept like a stone.

Most of us awoke with recovered spirits, but Agatha, who was
roused with difficulty, was stiff in all her joints and could not,
if she would, have moved. Mr. Slattee ordered her carried
again on the stretcher, but our men grumbled at this, because
the burdens of each pair who carried her had to be put on the
litter along with Agatha’s limp body, and we were still in hilly
country where the trail was rugged.

When the sun leaned on our shoulders one of the men who was
then carrying the stretcher shouted, “Cut her throat! Cut her
throat!”

This cry was soon taken up all along the foresection of the coffle.
How the Yellow War, the humiliating defeat, and the barren years
of the New Era had debased us all! It was one thing for strangers
to care nothing about a girl they did not know, but it seemed that
our villagers remembered now only Agatha’s spitefulness, vanity,
and malicious gossip at home, and none protested the repeated
shout. I myself made no sound, and though I suffered agonies of
shame, kept saying to myself, “I'm tired, I'm tired, I'm tired.”
Even Agatha’s father held his tongue.

Mr. Slattee off-loaded Agatha from the stretcher and tried to
make her walk, but she fell more than once to the trailside and
at last could not be stirred. Mr. Slattee ordered the coffle forward.
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As we moved away we heard him arguing with a cop over Agatha’s
prostrate form on the ground. In a few minutes Mr. Slattee caught
up with us and mounted a pickup truck.

Later the cop came running up with Agatha’s nightgown over
his shoulder. He told some of the women at the rear of the column
that he had refused to kill her. His pisto! was in its holster; we
had heard no shot. He had left her in the shade of a thornbush, he
said. I wondered only: Was she too far gone to be in terror of
creeping things?

Kathy Blaw walked the rest of that afternoon with a hand on
my shoulder—as if to suggest that I was the strong one supporting
her.

Three days’ march was blank to me. I dimly remember from
our heights a view of a sloping plain, distant towns, a more
verdant countryside.

Then we came down through the hills into a misty afternoon,
and our guards, alarmingly compassionate all of a sudden, said
that we were coming into the northern outskirts of Los Angeles,
and that our fate would now be in the hands of a certain man on
the Syndicate’s payroll, known as the Executive Agent for Out-
going Personnel.

({ Each His Price

This Agent, a man of sycamore stature and arrogant
bearing, in a pongee shirt, light tan slacks, and open-toed sandals,
wearing large-lensed dark glasses, appeared before us the next
afternoon in the grounds of the abandoned Hollywood film lot
where we had been billeted for the night. The Agent had with
him two dozen men in white jackets with little black bags. We
were lined up in squared formations, a pace apart each way, forty
to a square. We were ordered to remove our pajamas or night-
gowns, and when we had pulled them off, these filthy rags were
collected by workmen with wheelbarrows. As we stood utterly
naked in the great yard, the Agent’s followers in white jackets,
who proved to be barbers, came along the rows and shaved every
hair from our heads and bodies. What a feeling of degradation!
The Agent stood on the steps of what may formerly have been
the set for some quiet Town Hall, and once, while we were being
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depilated, he sneezed, and all the barbers shouted blessings. He
waved good-humored thanks. The barbers finished their work,
and hoses were run out by companies of men who seemed to be
firemen, and the desert dirt was emphatically washed off us. Then
Syndicate “police” came along with buckets of vegetable oil and
laved us from shiny crowns to the soles of our sore feet. We were
dismissed. We were astonished, then outraged: No clothes, no
covering at all, had been issued to us!

The following morning we were led, naked and freshly oiled,
bald males and bald females together, the men’s chains clinking
but otherwise in total silence, to a walled-in area in an adjacent
lot. At one side we saw men—and the sight stirred our deepest
apprehensions—standing guard over a mass of Oriental treasures:
Corpmandel screens, stacks of scrolls, carved ivory and ebony
balls-within-balls, little horses of stone in glass cases, fans,
cloisonné vases, and many bolts of brilliant silks. We were told to
kneel; the men were unchained.

The Agent was present, with a party of lawyers; he was in white
flannel trousers, a blue blazer with black braid at the cuffs of
the sleeves, and a yachting cap, and his eyes were again invisible
behind dark glasses under the cap’s patent-leather visor.

Suddenly through a gate across from us came a man in a long
gown and a round black cap, his hands hidden in long sleeves
that met in front of him at his waist, and at once we all began to
chatter in terror, to bow our foreheads to the ground, to tremble,
and to weep.

The skin of the man’s face was a sickly jaundice-brown color,
like the underside of the stretching foot of a desert snail.

I was flooded with feelings completely new to me. The thought
crossed my mind that this was a monstrosity, some creature of
frightful sickness, but I knew, of course, that I was having my
first sight of a yellow man.

At once three more of the apparitions came through the gate.
They filled me with fear and nausea at the same time. To be naked
before them! They would eat white human beings—Kathy Blaw
had said so. They were ugly: besides their sallow skin they had
wide bulbous noses and eyes pulled down at the inner corners and
long black hair gathered behind in braided queues, and one had
a disgusting thin beard of no more than a hundred filaments hang-
ing down like a moth-eaten billy goat’s whiskers.
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The Agent—how beautiful and naturally grand he seemed by
contrast!—was ceremonious and gentle with the yellows, and
obviously not afraid of them; this calmed us all.

The first of the men with skin the color of curds called forward
porters with gifts for the Agent: a curious carved chair, a cane
with a golden head, an embroidered lounging robe, a case of
razors, flagons of brass, a roll of shimmering satin, and a red silk
banner as tall as the Agent with what was said to be a poem
praising him in black velvet characters.

Next this chief yellow man stepped forward, along with the
one with lank hair at his chin, and one other yellow, and the Agent,
and two interpreters, and they began taking us out into the sun-
light, one at a time, alternating men and women, to stand before
them, to be examined in total nakedness, and one of the yellows,
evidently some sort of physician, inspected each of our people,
looking into his eyes, mouth, and ears, inspecting his feet, even
rudely handling his private parts, and the bearded one would
command each person to turn and raise his arms to show his
strength, and flex his legs, and then there would be a discussion,
translated by one of the linguists, and finally the chief yellow
man would call to his porters, and they would run to the piles of
goods and get what he commanded and carry the things to the
Agent’s feet—and so of course we knew that we were being sold
to be eaten by these monsters, just as Kathy Blaw had said.

I had not believed Kathy Blaw, but now I believed her.

Involuntarily, I guess, in a low voice, I began to call for my
father. Kathy Blaw, next to me, pinched my arm and told me
with vicious severity to be silent.

The physician turned away some of our people—an older
woman from our village, Mrs. Carboot, for one, who, as we all
knew, had the milky film of a cataract in her right eye.

But then Chandler Nott, a weaver from our village, a grand-
father of several years, was bought without debate, and I saw why
we had been shaved and oiled: Mr. Nott’s hair had been gray as
cobwebs and his skin slack-looking and dry, and now he passed
for a man in his prime.

Agatha’s father, Mayor Jencks, gave us a surprise, for he went
forward in his turn with a manner that was eager, co-operative,
and even obsequious to the yellows, and the monsters were pleased
with him and paid the highest price they had yet given for any of
us: a peck of Mexican dollars, seven braziers of hammered bronze,
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three bolts of Shantung, eight pornographic fans, six flutes, thirty-
two brass cigar clippers, and an enormous bottle of rice brandy
nested in woven rattan—and the curd-face with the scraggly
beard, learning through his linguist that this was a village mayor,
directed that Mr. Jencks be favored with a pair of underdrawers
and ordered him to stand near the party of yellow men to tell
them the real value of his villagers, which our mayor thenceforth
did—lying, however, in our favor and to the yellow men’s expense
in many cases.

Gabriel acted in quite another way. He stood fast, when called
forward, as if not hearing, and the Agent had to snap his fingers
to some “police,” who dragged Gabe forward. Gabriel then glared
at Mayor Jencks, toady to the yellows, with a look of revulsion,
and he would not even glance at the yellow men, and he stood as
indifferent as a tree when the physician probed and kneaded his
flesh with fulvous hands. Upon being directed by the chief trans-
lator to display his strength, Gabe remained as still and relaxed
as a basking lizard. The Agent began to shout. Gabe was deaf.
The highest-ranking yellow man became enraged, and his face
turned from pale curd to wild bloody saffron, and he stepped
forward and with his own hands wielding a leather strap he dealit
Gabriel several unmerciful slapping blows, which Gabe took with-
out a quiver of his body or so much as a murmur, though tears
brimmed out of his staring eyes. As nothing could persuade Gabe
to bend or stretch his limbs, the yellow cannibals, as we thought
them, purchased him anyway—at a price almost as high as Mayor
Jencks’s.

Waiting to be called, I was torn between these two manners,
the mayor’s and Gabe’s, of fetching a handsome price, and I tried
to choose one or the other, imagining, in my immature way, that
I could be valuable, but when I was beckoned forward by the head
linguist I could do nothing but hang my head and try to still my
knocking heart. The physician’s clammy yellow fingers made me
start, and the shame when he intruded on my privacy was un-
speakable. Mayor Jencks, though he knew me well as his daughter
Agatha’s best friend, had nothing to say for my value. As I heard
my insignificant price translated by the interpreter I could only
think that I was worth even less: a brass incense bowl, three
lengths of cotton cloth, a bag of pomegranate seeds, and ten dol-
lars Mex. And that was all.

I thought myself dismissed and was turning away when the
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man with the stringy beard stepped forward and snatched from
between my young breasts my locket of the Guevavi martyr and
whipped its chain over my head, opened it, took out the bit of
rag, the rusty nail, and the lizard’s tail, and hacking with laughter
tossed them to the number-one yellow, who also laughed and
dropped them to the ground, motioning me aside with the back
of his hand. My terror at losing my luck locket, which had become
disproportionately important in my mind, flared into a hope that
its spilled contents would somehow bring disaster—smallpox, a
bolt of lightning, a Gila monster’s venomous fangs—to the bearded
man; my eyes showed him my wish.

He turned and stepped on my locket where it lay in the dirt.

When the last of our people had been bargained for, the Agent
ordered porters to carry off the goods our sale had earned for the
Syndicate—Mort Blain, our captor, a flabby man, had brought but
a middling price—and the Agent’s party left.

Kathy Blaw had evidently been infuriated by the rape of my
locket, and as soon as the Agent had left the courtyard, she
pronounced out loud, in her queer, shrill storytelling voice, one of
our bitter postwar proverbs: “The yellow man who lives in a
palace like Sammerfield or Bink—when he dies he lies in the
ground like anyone else.”

The principal yellow directed the interpreters, who were white
men, to tell him what the woman had said, but we understood
the linguists to indicate that they had not heard. The yellow man
grew excited, and the head translator, after commanding Kathy
Blaw in English to repeat the proverb, which she did with much
spirit, rendered to the yellow man what must have been an innocu-
ous translation, or perhaps a complete invention, at which the
yellows laughed uproariously, patting the linguist’s shoulders. So
we saw that the linguist, too, could lie for his own kind, even
though he was the yellow man’s creature.

An hour later we were crowded, standing naked against one
another, into half a dozen large moving vans, Mack trucks, and
we were driven for a long time, hearing incessantly the grinding
of the trucks’ chain drives, and when we stopped at last and the
tail gates of my van opened, it was dark outside.

We were all put in a huge, damp, vile-smelling, cockroach-
infested chamber under the ground, like a great cistern, already
occupied by many naked strangers. There were only four small
openings overhead, hatched with iron bars, and through these
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stingy grates we got an occasional breath of air and saw the stars
of the open sky that we had always thought our own.

({ Gay Moya’s Night

To me, a girl of fifteen, who had never been anywhere
outside my village except to Flagstaff on the bus six times in my
life, torn now from my beloved locket of the Guevavi martyr, that
little capsule with all my luck in it, this night in the pit at the
yellow men’s fort on the outskirts of Santa Barbara was so full of
strangeness and terror that surely, had it not been for Kathy Blaw,
who held me tightly, my leaping heart must have burst my fragile
ribs to flee. All around us we could hear the sounds of prayers to
God, who must have been all ears in His heaven to catch the
many denominational shadings. Our plight—all of us naked, in a
dark hole, with creeping vermin supping at our bodies which had
been sold to the miscreated yellow-skinned men—made us all
equal, the once powerful with the once weak, so that the great Mort
Blain was nothing more than I. Once when I dozed into a hazy
half-dreaming state, I grew terrified that Mort Blain would some-
how grow in stature and be transformed into a shimmering crea-
ture seven feet tall with a horned headpiece atop coruscating
masses of raffia strands, and that he would threaten to gore me
for not having shrieked and screamed and scratched to protest
Mr. Slattee’s leaving Agatha on the hillside path to die. But most
of the night I was wide awake. Kathy Blaw beside me trembled
with the fury that had always been encysted in her, which had
often frightened me but now supported me, and I was astonished
to hear her rail, with utter disregard for her safety, against the
Syndicate and against the yellow men who seemed even more
implacable than that dreaded organization. I exerted all my will
to think about Gay Moya, not as I had seen her at the wheel of
the white Caddy, looking dumb and irritable, but rather in a glow
of her perfection in all her films, for I had always thought of her
as a gentle goddess of night and coolness who reigned over the
pleasures of the dark-—over dancing, over kissing, over love-mak-
ing in bed of a kind I had often tried to imagine but now would
never have from Arty Coteen, over the evening whispering of
an intimate (I would never hear it from Agatha again), over
music, calm thoughts, and sleep. But I could not, even with Gay
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Moya’s help, keep this horrible night from spinning, buzzing, bit-
ing. I could see a handful of feeble embers, stars as weak as I who
would never be a star, in the grates above, and I heard groans and
sighs around me.

( Fire on Water

Light seeped like a mist through the grates, and we were
all taken out of the pit at last. We were formed in a courtyard into
strings of sixes, men chained to men, women bound neck to
neck with thongs.

The yellow man with goat hairs at his chin, together with the
physician, a white linguist, and a troop of the Syndicate’s bogus
cops, appeared in our courtyard, and Goat-Beard said through
the interpreter that he was our Big Number One, and that any
slave—this was the first time we had heard ourselves called by
that name—who caused the slightest disturbance would have his
or her head cut off on the spot. That was all the yellow man said
to us.

Many of us trembled, not knowing when we would be eaten.

I gave myself a moment’s strength by thinking: I am not a girl,
I am a brass bowl, three lungees of cotton, a bag of seeds, and
ten bucks Mex. Let the yellow people choke eating that!

But my terror returned, wheeling back like a hopeful buzzard.

We were marched out of the yellows™ fortress naked, and we
made our way through woodland downhill. Suddenly we de-
bouched into a wide, open glade, and ahead of us, beyond a
further slope of the great trees and beyond a sandy stripe, we saw
—new frights each day!—two atmospheres, one above the other,
one lighter than the other, lying like layers into the unimaginable
distance, where you could see their jointure in a perfect straight
line. In my desert-village ignorance I thought the sandy stripe
was the edge of our world of dirt, and that beyond lay nothing
but upper and lower skies. But Kathy Blaw told me the darker
sky was the sea.

I had imagined the sea to be a broad, sluggish, brown-watered
river, the color of ours outside the village hedge, with a visible
tarther shore. I huddled against Kathy Blaw in a fear at this
expanse of sumptuous blue. Where was its other bank?

We walked on until the sun stood hot overhead. As we ap-
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proached the sea we could hear a steady roar, as of an overwhelm-
ing flow of traffic, and when we were close enough I saw what
was making this clamor—lines, I imagined, of white fire com-
ing to the strip of sand on the bank of the sea, rolling humps of
dazzling white steamy fire roaring as loud as a thousand Mack
trucks.

Along the strip of sand were tents, guarded by many white
soldiers, which sheltered, as we could see, great stores of the
yellow man’s wealth, apparently recently landed here.

Out in the water, at a great distance, beyone! the many flashing
lines of the burning sea, lay a strange structure, black, with a
white house on it and a metal chimney; it looked like some sort
of factory—a yellow man’s ship, Kathy Blaw said between chatter-
ing teeth.

Now squads of yellow sailors, in smart blue uniforms like loung-
ing pajamas, came from above the tents dragging several metal
boats down the sand, and they lay them in the lacy fringe of
gleaming ashes that the lines of sea-fire threw on the beach. The
bearded Big Number One, alone, leaving his physician and linguist
and guards behind, stepped without fear into the firs: boat and
crouched in it, and eight sailors, singing together, their trousers
darkening at the touch of the fiery water, heaved the metal shell
into the first line of roaring smoke, and leaped in, and began to
propel it, fiercely slapping at the fire around them with paddles
shaped like the fly swatters our women used at home. The boat
rose and plunged like a bronco. I was stunned by the courage of
the yellow man with his straight black goat whiskers blowing in
the wind.

Then the “police” began to force our people, sixes of chained
men first, into other boats. This was horrible. We were desert
people. Our bravest men resisted. I saw Mayor Jencks trying to
remonstrate placatingly with a squad of cops, but they menaced
him with sheath knives, and I could see his bewilderment, after
years of village authority, at these rations of threatening scorn.
I myself was too frightened by the hot sea even to wonder how
these white “police” felt about doing such work for the yellows,
pricking at their fellow whites to drive them to God knew what
destination. Gabe stepped into a boat without a flicker of fear.
Mort Blain was lifted into one of the vessels as inert as a sack of
corn meal.

The lifeboats went and returned many times. I saw that all of
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them shuttled safely through the lines of fire, but this did not slake
my fear in the least.

Our turn came. My rabbit panic was increased many times over
by the realization that Kathy Blaw—so stern, so positive!—
was in terror, too. We hugged each other and crouched with our
shaved heads bowed between the metal gunwales of the boat.
Through all the pounding and crashing of our outward trip I had
only one thought: that I was even more afraid of the yellow crew-
men than I was of the horrible spumy fire through which they
were rowing us.

Strong arms carried me up some stairs attached to the side of
the ship. I stood on a wide floor of sun-hot steel in a crowd of
naked men, women, and children, hemmed in by a five-foot pali-
sade of bamboo stakes erected on the deck.

We saw a dozen yellow-skinned faces peering down at our
nakedness from porches of the houselike white structure that
rose at the forward part of the ship.

A long time passed while the boats returned twice more to the
shore. When the last trip was done, there were more people in the
enclosure than had lived in all our village; we stood body to body.

Big Number One mounted a platform near one of the huge
masts with its cricket-leg lifting booms, and his white linguist
translated his words to us:

That we were slaves, that we had doubtless heard lies about
being eaten, that we would not be eaten, that we were to be car-
ried away to his kinsmen’s farms, that we would live, as we
had at home, as tillers of the soil, artisans, laborers, and house-
keepers.

Further, that if any yellow man on this ship abused us, we were
to tell the linguist, but if any of us offered to strike a yellow man
or made a disturbance of any kind, he would lose his life.

I, for one, did not believe what Big Number One said about
not being eaten. Speaking of lies he lied, to stupefy us, I thought.

The men’s strings were broken, and they were chained in pairs,
and the thongs were taken from the women’s necks, and we were
sent down on ladders through two holes in the steel floor, the
men into one, women and children into another.

Big Number One stood near the hole into which the women
were being lowered. When Kathy Blaw and I, still clinging to
each other, came before his eyes, the white linguist spoke to him,
and Big Number One evidently remembered us, I because of my
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moment of defiance at the loss of my locket, Kathy Blaw because
of her chanting of the proverb, which had apparently been given
such a benign translation. Big Number One ordered that we two
be put aside; the linguist explained to us, in a whisper in our
American tongue that sounded so good, that he himself had sug-
gested to Big Number One that we be chosen as two of the cooks
for the slaves, and that we would therefore go down last. We were
fortunate, he said. (So quickly I learned the value to a slave of be-
havior, even bad behavior, that draws attention.) The white lin-
guist was a sleek animal, dressed in a long gown like the more im-
portant yellow men, firm-fleshed and prosperous-looking, like Mort
Blain before his tumnble, and he grinned at us with the condescend-
ing familiarity of a dispenser of favors.

Kathy Blaw and I, and two other women also chosen to cook,
Baptists, were sent below at last. Belowdecks the air was hot, and
there was a fetid smell of spoiled fish. The great space of the hold
had been decked into several layers, like shelves, and we saw that
all the women were laid out supine on these shelves in rows, heads
away from the edges. Each shelf was less than three feet above
the next lower, giving the women barely room to sit up in place.
As in the pit in the fort, we saw the sky through square holes
with steel bars across them. Kathy and I and the two Baptists were
given places on the top shelf nearest the ladder. A wooden hatch
cover was lowered with a clatter onto the opening, and we heard
the clink of metal latches battening it down and then cloth-soled
footsteps, evidently of a yellow man on guard, roundabout it. The
whole ship slowly swayed. There were sounds of thumping, creak-
ing, and clanging all through the vessel. The light in the barred
holes dimmed; we were amazed that dusk had come so soon. We
had had no food all day.

I must have slept, because I was next aware of the running of
cloth feet on the steel deck just above me, and shouts in the
yellows’ undulous language, a rhythmic grinding of apparatus
beneath us, a continuous thumping of heavy links of chain on
keavy metal, and then a vibration, a stirring of the life of the
ship. New light and sips of blessed fresh ccol air came through
the openings. The rhythmic swaying of the ship began to be mixed
with a helical plunging, as of a grecat galloping slow-motion horse
spavined in one hock. A strange sickish dizziness came over me,
and when a child near me retched, I, too, became ill at the sight
of its fear, and so did many others as panic spread among us.
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The stench in the compartment became unbearable. We tried our
best in the confined space not to lie in our bile.

Soon Kathy Blaw and I learned that the linguist had at least
not lied about our own good fortune, for he himself opened the
hatch near us and called us and the two Baptists above, and he
led us to a huge open iron grate within the palisade on the deck.
We revived at once. The motion was less than it had seemed
below, the air on deck was keenly fresh, a dazzling light played
on the white superstructure, and the sea was blue as the silken
rug on which the powers of the Syndicate had sat in Palm
Springs. Away to our left, backlighted by an early sun, was a
silhouette of hills; we seemed to be creeping along the edge of
the earth.

Our work was to prepare a large wood fire and to cook, in huge
metal kettles, a paste of horsebeans and salt chipped beef—not
a mere dish for a woman’s household, such as we were used to
fixing, but mess for more than a thousand.

The linguist was pleased to chat with us. I was constantly
aware of my nakedness; I was ashamed before him. He was
called by the yellows something that sounded like Shaw Funny-
One, and we called him Shaw. (He explained to us later that his
title was Hsiao Fan-I Yiian, or “Small Interpreter.” But why
“small”? He was six feet tall and must have weighed two hundred
pounds.) Kathy Blaw asked him if we were in fact to be eaten,
and he laughed raucously at her. But we did not trust Shaw, for
he was after all the yellow man’s contented donkey.

Shaw told us, among other things, that we had been shipped
from a deserted beach near Santa Barbara because the yellows
did not like to penetrate the principal harbors with slave ships
for fear of arousing the Californians; that we were aboard a
shallow-draft former mackerel fisherman and ship cannery be-
longing to a Tientsin merchant; and that the ship was not yet
full of slaves, and that Big Number One was taking the vessel
down the shore to buy yet more to join us.

Then what would he do?

Then he would take us “across,” Shaw said, making an arching
motion with his hand that seemed to encompass more than I
could ever guess at.

Men with yellow faces, some with sparse goat beards like Big
Number One’s, passed by from time to time and stared at my
scarcely nubile breasts and my hungry belly.
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When the sun was high, the wooden cover of the companion-
way to the men’s compartment, forward from ours, was lifted,
and two hundred wan and fearful naked creatures erupted from
below, fettered in pairs. Each was given a ration of mash in his
bare hands. The men had little taste for our rank and pulpy dab-a-
dab. They were given water. Among them all Mayor Jencks alone
guffawed and roistered in what seemed to me a most inappropri-
ate way. Gabe, who was chained to a Seventh-Day Adventist,
looked me squarely in the eyes as he passed the kettles with a
glance that was deep, questioning, and profoundly sad. It was
safest to look in the eyes; I was afraid of being caught glimpsing
at a man’s startlingly unnested sex, or of finding him scanning
my poor bareness. When the men had been fed, they were sent to
their hold again, and the women and children were brought up.
They ate even less than the men, and they were returned below.

While we were cleaning our kettles the ship turned and went
toward the land, in response to a signal of flags on a high pole
that Shaw pointed out to us, a summons, he said, to trade for
slaves near Ventura. The vessel approached a beach. The wind had
died, the sea was calmer now; there were none of the burnings
that we had seen at the Santa Barbara roadstead. A launch came
out on the bay to meet the ship, a rope ladder was lowered, and
some fine tall white men came aboard, and over the palisades we
could see a ceremony at the rail; Big Number One offered millet
liquor, a swallow of which made all the white men cough and
redden.

We were taken below and did not see what followed. Some
time later three terror-stricken women, High Episcopalians, rich
before their capture, were brought down to us, and they lay near
Kathy Blaw and me and wept and chattered.

The ship went along the coast this way for many days, taking
on here two, here three, here a handful of frightened creatures.

( A Lump of Flesh

On the third morning the chains were removed from all
the “Santa Barbara men”—slaves, that is, who had been embarked
from the beach near that town; and on successive days new
acquisitions, “Venturas,” “Huenemes,” “Santa Monicas,” and so on,
were also released. Shaw, who had grown confidential with Kathy
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Blaw and me, for he had a huge appetite and we gave him extra
food from the slaves’ kettles, told us that Big Number One be-
lieved that when slaves had made three days’ voyage they would
no longer attempt to escape by throwing themselves in the sea.
He added that Big Number One was angry, because the Syn-
dicate’s traders along the coast, knowing that he had a part-
slaved ship and was anxious to be fully packed and away, were
driving hard bargains and fobbing off less than prime men and
women on him—some with teeth missing, others thin and prob-
ably old. One of the yellow sailors was sick of a fever. Big Number
One felt that the Syndicate was spitefully delaying him. We
would be well advised, Shaw said, to tell our companions to act
dccile, fawning, and cheerful.

So, pretending to be our friend, this hungry frog was trying
to use us for his master’s purposes.

Yet he allowed Kathy Blaw and me and the two Baptists great
liberties; for one thing, on sufferance of Big Number One, he
let us sleep on deck. We soon saw why. The very first night,
not twenty feet from me, he shamelessly imposed himself on one
of the Baptist women, who—how demoralized some of us were
by the mere word “slave”!-—submitted to him without protest,
even with some enthusiasm, I thought. But Kathy Blaw next morn-
ing told him with spittle at the corners of her mouth that she
would claw his eyes out if he put his hands on her or on me. He
shook with pleasant laughter.

One day we were given some cubes of pickled pork to cook. It
happened that on the chow line a woman purchased in Laguna,
named Mrs. Taussig, a fervent practitioner of the Jewish faith,
rejected her ration. Big Number One was standing nearby, and on
seeing Mrs. Taussig’s refusal he gave orders through Shaw that
she must eat. Shaw bellowed in a portentous voice that slaves were
not to try to escape by starving themselves. Mrs. Taussig stead-
fastly declined the food. The yellow man became enraged and or-
dered her flogged by a sailor, and when this quiet woman had
been broken by pain she opened her mouth to Big Number One’s
sallow hand holding a lump of gelatinous fatty stuff, and in tears
she gulped it down.

A seething silent fury spread among the women, not all of
whom, I am sure, had been entirely clear in their minds, before
their capture, as to just what they felt about Mrs. Taussig's co-
religionists. They were unanimous now. Indeed, when they had
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gone below we cooks could hear through the barred hatches much
weeping and moaning in the stifling fish-haunted hold.

Two days later Mrs. Taussig erupted with a rash, a revolting
psora of her humiliation, sin, shame, and terror, and we had a
feeling that this sickness of her defilement might prove mortal,
that she was indeed probably doomed. There was no rabbi aboard,
and no simple human hope.

( A Hand Is Raised

We lay in the mouth of a river, near Del Mar, along with
a dozen other yellow men’s ships, taking on from barges and
lighters many sacks of dried beans, potatoes, rice, cabbages, and
cracked corn of a sort that had surely been processed as poultry
feed—food for us!—in such large supplies that Kathy Blaw and I
believed we were soon to be taken “across,” as Shaw had expressed
it with that hawk flight of his hand. The sun reached its zenith.
The men were brought up for air and food.

At the kettles Gabe, who knew, I guess, that we cooks slept on
deck, suddenly leaned forward and rapidly whispered that I should
stay awake that night and, in the deep of the moonless darkness,
I should closely watch the guard at the wooden hatch cover of
the companionway to the men’s hold, and if he dozed I should
silently unhasp and lift off the wooden lid. Gabe took his food
and moved away.

In those brief moments Gabe’s eyes had flashed with the famil-
iar arrogance I had so often seen in them when he had sat in the
saddle of the clay-pit dozer.

I did not know why he wanted me to do what he asked, except
that I realized the men had somehow learned about Mrs. Taussig;
I did not know, either, whether I would have the strength to carry
through his command without my locket of the Guevavi martyr.

In late afternoon, unable to keep my fearful secret, I whis-
pered it to Kathy Blaw. Her face remained as blank as one of
her own clay potlids: one could not see a single sign of the turbu-
lent reactions she must have had to my words.

Night fell. Shaw chatted with us. The sounds of the small
river-mouth town dwindled and died in the dark. I feigned ex-
haustion and lay down on a mat of burlap sacks on the steel deck,
and Kathy Blaw soon settled near me. Shaw moved to the Bap-
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tists. Outside the palisade we could hear the four yellow sailors
who were on guard on the deck talking and laughing from time
to time; one was supposed to be stationed at each of the hatches,
and two walked fore and aft along the decks. At last Shaw moved
off by himself and lay down on a folding canvas cot that he set
up nights near the stove.

The blood rushed in my ears. I could sense Kathy Blaw’s tight-
ness; she was like a cat poised to jump.

Shaw began to wheeze. The Baptists seemed to be asleep. I crept
to the palisades and at a crouch watched the pacing guards
through chinks in the fencing.

Half the night (Gay Moya! How that glimpse of your drawn
face in the white Caddy disillusioned me!), which seemed like
half my life, slipped away; the card of stars wheeled around. My
joints ached; my head burned. The ship creaked and clanked at
anchor.

The guard of the men’s hatch sat at last on a great coil of
hawser near the mast. The guard of the women’s hatch, which
was forward, was lost in blackness under an overhang of the
bridge. I could hear the cloth-muffled steps of the other two. My
man lay down his head. I waited.

Then I felt Kathy Blaw’s presence beside me; she had evidently
been watching from another part of the palisade. She touched my
shoulder.

I waited for the pacing guards’ footsteps to go far forward, then
I crept out of the palisades and, sneaking along by the wooden
wall, I moved aft to the vicinity of the men’s hatch. Suddenly I
remembered the clublike metal rods in the collar around the
base of the mast, where net lines from the derrick booms were
made fast, and on feet as silent as moth wings I slipped to within
six feet of my sleeping guard, and with great patience I extracted
one of the unused belaying pins.

Then, having waited again for the sentries to be walking to-
ward the far end of the deck, I darted to the hatch, silently undid
the latch, lay the bronze rod softly down, and as I began to put my
strength under the edge of the lid, I felt its weight diminish as of
its own accord—for Kathy Blaw was there, lifting with me. We
raised the lid. It gave off one tiny snapping sound that was like a
thunderclap.

I was barely aware of a form emerging from the hole in the
deck. I picked up the metal club and reached it out till it touched
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the form. I felt a hand, in which there was a rapid tremor, cover
mine, then it slipped the heavy rod from my grip.

Three more darknesses-in-darkness emerged and swiftly
moved away.

Kathy Blaw and I stood holding the hatch lid off the deck, not
knowing what was happening or what to do next. Then we heard
thuds and grunts, a brief scuffle—and the pacing of cloth-shod
feet stopped.

I could feel Kathy Blaw lowering the lid to put it on the deck,
and I let my end down, too. I thought of the heavy iron spoons
with long wooden handles that we used to stir our huge grumes
of beans and potatoes, and I ran for one, but as I went the guard
on the ropes by the mast, evidently having been roused by the
sounds of struggle we had heard, cried out to his companions. At
almost the same time we heard glass breaking, and a moment
later the guard of the women’s hatch shrieked.

There were shouts. A flood of electric light came from the mast-
heads. The frightful crash of a gun sounded.

I stood in the gateway of the palisades holding one of the iron
spoons, realizing it was all over. I heard moaning.

The two sentries were sprawled on the deck, their skulls
crushed. The guard of the women’s hatch had been killed with a
fire axe from a glass case under the bridge companionway. Gabe,
a big young man from one of the other Arizona villages, whom I
had heard called Jiggs, and—I was amazed—Mort Blain were
hemmed in a circle of sailors, their hands already bound behind
their backs. A fourth white form, which I made out to be the
corpse of a youth we had shipped at Santa Monica, lay in blood
on the deck, a victim of the gun. I myself was being held by
Shaw, and a crewman had one of Kathy Blaw’s arms twisted be-
hind her back. The two Baptist ladies cowered behind the stove.

I saw Gabe’s face in the cold down-pouring light from the mast-
heads. The insolent look of that noonday command was drained
away to nothing: his purse utterly empty.

(( An Exhibition

In daylight the men were chained again in pairs. We
cooks were bound in thongs in the palisades.
Big Number One sent away a messenger in a gig to the other
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ships in the river, and one by one their captains came to our
vessel. There was a long palaver on the deck; the captains went
away.

All of our slaves, men, women, and children, were brought
above, and we stood in stifling sun-heat in the fenced area. We
saw that naked white people also crowded the decks of all the
other ships.

Our Big Number One stood on the bridge with sleek Shaw
beside him. Shaw gleamed with sweat in his yellow man’s blue
gown.

In a pompous round-toned voice, which rang with the hollow
potency of a powerful man’s sycophant, Shaw bellowed down
to us from the bridge a translation of Big Number One’s words:

That we and all the slaves on all the ships were now to see
what happened to a white man who raised his hand against a
yellow man.

Sailors tied a rope around Mort Blain’s chest under his arms,
a clanking donkey engine started up, and the heavy man arose
into the air dangling from one of the derrick booms. He seemed
dazed, unaware of what was happening to him. Jiggs, chained
to one of the masts with Gabe, recklessly shouted to Mort Blain
not to worry—that if the yellow men wanted to kill him they’d
have put the ope to his neck. But just then there was a terrifying
roar; four yellows with guns at rear windows of the bridgehouse
had shot Mort Blain dead where he hung.

Gabe and Jiggs were whipped and chained again to the mast,
where they were kept day and night. Kathy Blaw and I were
retained as cooks, but we worked bound to each other in thongs,
and we were sent down to the foul-smelling hold as soon as we
finished our tasks after the meals. Mort Blain’s corpse was aloft
three days.
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([ Into the Blue

WE HEARD the thump of the anchor chain and the seaquake
rumble of the engines. Our compartment was now so crowded
that I could hardly turn over in my place beside Kathy Blaw.
Mrs. Taussig, trapped in an envelope of raging rash, had begun
to babble deliriously; her chattering all night had unnerved us.
As the shelves heeled and dipped we heard intermittent hammer-
ing overhead and sounds of heavy objects being dragged on the
deck.

It was late in the day before we cooks were led above. I saw
four new things: that the palisades to prevent slaves from jump-
ing overboard had been dismantled and stacked at the center of
the deck; that Mort Blain’s body no longer swung from a derrick
boom; that Gabriel and Jiggs had been removed from the mast
where they had been chained; and that—the realization threw me
to my knees—we were out of the sight of land: all was blue except
for our own straight carpet of spindrift pointing back toward our
lost home.

Kneeling, I tried to pray, but I could get nothing of any value to
God onto my tongue or into my head. Prayer belonged in church—
my forehead on the smooth rail of the pew in front, looking down
into the dusty hymnal rack, and at the tiny shelf with jigsawed
round nests for the goblets from which we took Christ’s blood
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that tasted suspiciously like Welch’s grape juice; and the little
cube of bread, His body, dry on my tongue as I thought carelessly
about Arty Coteen and the scene in the movie the night before
of the Saracens’ camp at Monreale, when, after the battle, Francis
Huge lay his beautiful sweat-streaked face on Gay Moya’s breast.
This queer snapshot of memory coming into my mind in place
of the prayer I nceded so badly at that moment increased my fear
into panic: I was naked on an unfenced deck on a limitless sea.

At last I was able to creep to Kathy Blaw. I crouched trembling
near the stove, barely able to do my work.

When, under the sun’s late slanting, the male slaves were
brought above, shackled in pairs, to eat, I saw my terrors re-
enacted many times over by them. Gabriel, double-chained to Jiggs,
did not fall to the deck, as many others did; his eyes were dull, he
seemed indifferent. Jiggs was forcedly jolly. . . . The screaming
among the women at the sight of the edgeless blue, their running
here and there in bursts like startled hares, their gibbering ques-
tions to Shaw—the signs of their terror somehow devalued mine,
and I grew calmer.

We sailed day after day on a measured following swell under
a hot sky. Each morning and afternoon the slaves were aired
for several hours at a time, men and women separately. All were
now dejected, and the discomfort of the fish-guts sleeping com-
partments grew greater as our spirits skidded toward despair.

Kathy Blaw became a second mother to me, bitter, testy, yet
tender, singing off key to me in the sleepless hours I had each
night, coaxing me to eat to keep up my strength, stinging me
with sarcasm out of depressed stupors of staring and dreaming
of home.

One evening the wind increased, and the shelves under us
began to lurch and heave and plummet. The shallow-draft fisher-
man was no match for an ocean gale. Rain and salt spray poured
through the barred hatches onto the unfortunates under them.
Soon half a thousand women were sick to their stomachs. Through
the singing of the wind in the rigging, the slatting of gear on the
ship, the sloshing of the sea, and the groans, kecking, and weeping
of our companions, we could hear a chilling monotone of Ms.
Taussig’s ravings. The stench of our vomit redoubled our nausea.

The storm continued two days. During it the crew dared not
take the slaves above, so on top of our seasickness we were with-
out food, clean air, or water. I was sure I was to die. Occasionally
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Shaw came partway down the ladder to look at us, and once he
brought the yellow physician with him, but that tall, thin creature
had scarcely stepped to our level when one of the once rich Epis-
copalian ladies from Ventura bit him on the ankle, drawing a
profusion of blood; his face had already turned a greenish color
from our stink, and he stumbled hastily up the steps grunting
and pitching like someone in the last stages of drunkenness.

Then in the night everything seemed to stop but Mrs. Taussig’s
strecam of talk.

As soon as it was light we women were taken above, all save
Mrs. Taussig. The sun was shining as if through a sky of glass.
There was not a sleeper’s breath of wind. The ship was wallowing
slowly in great humped swells; the surface of the water was silky
slick.

Yellow sailors rolled several small kegs out onto the deck, and
I was among a dozen women detailed to go down in our hold with
wooden pails full of acrid malt vinegar from these barrels, and,
weak as we were, to give our wretched quarters a cleaning with
cloth swabs. Mrs. Taussig lay there the whole time, groaning and
mumbling. On deck Shaw showed the women how to scoop up
sea water over the rail of the ship in canvas buckets, and they
bathed themselves. We had a meal, finally, and we breathed the
air, and we thought we were better off.

But when, after feeding the men, whose chains had again been
removed, Kathy Blaw and the Baptists and I were sent below,
we found there was a new tense atmosphere on the women’s
shelves. I attributed it at first to the long, slow swells, the foul
heat of the sun on the shell of the ship, the tart odor of vinegar
and stale puke and vestigial fish, and the debilitation of our
fellow slaves. I realized what it was:

Silence.

I felt I had to summon Shaw. I started up and, crawling over
Kathy Blaw and the two Baptists, I climbed the companionway
and pounded with my fist on the hatch cover. It was opened;
a bearded yellow face leered down on my nudity. I urgently spoke
Shaw Funny-One’s name over and over. The face turned, and I
heard a roar. Then Shaw was there. I told him that the woman
Mrs. Taussig was dead.

Shaw said, in an offhand tone, as of one hearing an old, old,
old story, that the body would be removed the following day,
when the women'’s hold would be cleared during our airing.
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All that night I lay awake wondering what it would be like,
on one of these crowded shelves, to be Mrs. Taussig's neighbor,
who after four days of the doomed woman’s light-headed prating
must now lie as close to her silence as I to Kathy Blaw’s nervous
warmth. What if Kathy Blaw should die? This sudden thought
filled me with homesickness. I wept for my lost mother and
father.

Daylight finally came, but it was many hours, celebrated by
us with utter stillness, before we were taken up on deck. Under
Shaw’s direction six women on their hands and knees in the low
place dragged the corpse, which had stiffened with thighs drawn
up and hands clenched between the breasts, across the com-
partment shelf to the companionway. We saw yellow sailors re-
fuse to touch the body. So it was that women slaves were made
to lift Mrs. Taussig’s crouching form out of the hatch, and to
carry it to the rail, and to drop it, without a thought for the
soul we had heard chanting its endless protests, into the sea.

(| Kathy Blaw’s Story

Like a fire slowly kindling, a formless communal dread
began to burn among the female slaves. The ship was shuddering
through flat calms. Heat lay on us like a breathing animal. Some
of the women who had been under the dripping openings during
the storm developed dysentery, which spread rapidly among us,
causing, despite daily cleansings, a fetor far more wicked than
that of our previous sicknesses. We breathed thereafter a miasma
of vinegar and human discharge. When we were taken up for our
daily airings some of the small children lay limp against the bulk-
heads and could not be stirred to take an interest in themselves.
Four Lutheran women decided to starve themselves, and no abuse
of tongues or thongs could make them eat. Our skins broke out in
sores from lying in dampness. Roaches the size of frogs came
out from the ship’s crannies and made a festival of our filth. We
were afraid of smallpox. But worst of all sufferings was the
thought of Mrs. Taussig’s unceremonious dead plunge into the
sea.

In our religious revival since the defeat in the Yellow War, the
funeral had in almost every sect become our most important
American rite. Life had held scant hope; sweet death had become
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its goal. I remembered standing at the edge of the large crowd
at the cemetery, only a month before, when old Joshua Benton’s
coffin, suspended on its slings, hung poised over the mouth of
the tunnel (as I thought of it) that led to Paradise—a green gar-
den where the petals of apple blossoms blew like snow the year
round, where tigers were pets, and I would be Gay Moya, and
soda fountains like the ones in Flagstaff stood in every rose bower.
Preacher Honing uttered the final prayers for Joshua Benton, and
the crowd was jealously tense. By and large we Methodists took
no stock in formality—except at funerals, where each magic
step had to be taken with utmost care and exactness. Like other
American Protestants, we had turned away from the tradition of
using the funeral to assuage the grief and shore up the morality
of the survivors; our thoughts were for the dead. Atop Josh
Benton’s coffin, to be buried with him for his journey, were his
Sunday clothes, the latest copy of The Saturday Evening Post, his
wallet with fifty bucks in it, a fifth of his beloved sour-mash
whiskey, and a number of other things his daughter, Mrs. Jart,
thought he would want along the way. . . . The watchers by the
grave, the six hired mourners that next week, the building of the
cairn, the planting of the grave sycamore—none of it was really
sad. Yearning, I think, was the village experience in honor of
Joshua Benton. . . . But to be dropped without a single precaution
into the seal

My terror at this possibility for myself, as I thought about these
things, reached such a pitch that I felt I must cry out, and at just
that moment I heard a moan near me of a woman whose thoughts
must have pushed her over the edge into sound, and then another
wail far across our cavern, and soon, caught in a fever of common
panic like the one our coffle had suffered in the mountains, we
were all twittering and caterwauling like madwomen.

Beside me I began to be conscious of the weird falsetto whine of
Kathy Blaw’s tale-telling voice, which rose and dominated the
voices around us, until finally all the women in the hold were
listening to her words:

“There was a time when God took no interest in Arizona.
Lizards gave birth to birds, and rams mounted women. One day
a donkey and a jaguar went to Flagstaff to market. The jaguar
had a suitcase in which he had collected all the wisdom of the
world except for one last perception, which he thought he might
be able to buy in Flagstaff. The donkey wanted to buy a human



74 ) WHITE LOTUS

wife—God, as I say, was busy in the Middle West and could take
no time to regularize Arizona. At the market the jaguar had no
luck; the perception was not to be found for sale. The donkey
bought a nice young woman named Helen. They started home.
The jaguar was beginning to find his suitcase heavy. Helen rode
the donkey’s back. She wasn’t light, either, being nice and plump,
and cn the way she fondled one of his long ears and whispered
into it, ‘I wish you were a man. If you were a man I would take
off my clothes and lie with you all night.” The donkey, who had
never learned to whisper, laid back his head and brayed, ‘He-how?
He-how?'—meaning, as the wise jaguar understood, ‘How can I
become a male human being?’ The jaguar said, ‘Are you mad,
you ass? Men are unhappy.” But Helen cupped the donkey’s ear
again and said, ‘You would be a handscme man, and a strong
one. I would remove my clothes and lie with you day and night”
The donkey, filled with torment and delight, raised his nose to-
ward the sky and trumpeted, ‘He-how? He-how?” An eagle heard
him and flew down and said, ‘I have flown long distances, and I
know several states where they have God, and everything is
orderly and just. Lizards beget lizards, rams mount nanny goats,
men and women lie naked beside each other whenever they find it
convenient, and dissatisfied donkeys are not saddled with their
lots.” ‘Ha-where? Ha-where?’ the donkey cried. The eagle said, ‘It
would be a long trek for you with that fat girl on your back.
I will fly there and bring God to Arizora. Go home. I will bring
Him to your house.” The donkey was overjoyed. On the way
home Helen said, ‘Jag! Jag! I see a perception in the top of that
cottonwood tree. ‘Which tree?” ‘That one.” The jaguar began to
climb it, but he had a hard time, because he was trying to take
the suitcase up with him, and when he was halfway up the
donkey brayed in such a way that the jaguar understood him to
mean: ‘You aren’t wise, youre a fool, or youd have had sense
enough to leave the suitcase at the foot of the tree.” One has to
look twice at a wise person to see that he is also a fool. The jaguar,
realizing the truth of the donkey’s brayings, lost his temper and
threw the suitcase to the ground, where it split at the hinges,
scattering the wisdom of the world. The donkey went to his home,
and there the eagle was waiting for him with God. In his great
kindness God arranged for the donkey, after he had made certain
promises, to become a handsome, strong man, named Lion. God
then went to Ashfork, Parks, Bellemont, Riordan, Flagstaff, and
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all along Route Sixty-six and told all the people to go to the syca-
more tree and get on their hands and knees and gather up what
scraps of wisdom they could. This they did. And that night, when
Lion was lying with Helen, he asked her, “‘What was that bit of
wisdom you saw in the tree?” Helen said, It was this, my beloved
Lion: All the different forms Death takes are just the one Death.””
Save for the vibration of the ship and the slapping of the sea
against its metal flanks, all was now silent in our dark space.

( Our Prayers

The heat the next morning was like a bad breath in the
ship’s maw, and for some reason the women slaves were not taken
up for their airing early in the day. When at last, near noon, the
hatch was opened and we were released, we saw why there had
been a delay.

We were going to be allowed to mix with the men slaves, who
were emerging from their hatch just as we were from ours. The
yellow men, our masters, may have sensed, or heard, the utter
desperation in our hold the night before, and no doubt the men
were despondent, too, and Big Number One must have de-
cided that putting us all together for a short time, shamefully
naked though we were, might restore our spirits.

But we did not move to each other with pleasure. Because of the
heat and our sicknesses, our thirst was overwhelming, and per-
haps the women thought the men would drink all the water we
were rationed, or the other way around. At any rate, there was
a rush for the barrels, by both men and women, and a riot fol-
lowed, in which there was screaming, pushing, and clawing.

The disturbance was brought to a pause by a yellow man’s
shooting a gun into the air.

In the slaves’ gasp of silence after the gun’s detonation there
arose a powerful sound from the throat of a Catholic priest who
had been taken aboard at Santa Monica: “‘And now I exhort
you to be of good cheer: for there shall be no loss of any man’s
life among you, but of the ship.”” This priest’s name was Father
Principo, and he stood now on the hot steel deck with his hands
pressed flat one to another, fingers up, his eyes lowered, his
cheeks and mouth engraved with a habitual cheerfulness that even
our recent days had not erased, a look on his face so sweet and



76 ) WHITE LOTUS

removed that my imagination hastily and respectfully vested
him, from a sharp white line of a starched backwards-collar at
his jowls, down robes of black overhung with white lacy stuff, to
the ankle-high wrinkled soft leather shoes of a dowdy small-town
parish-house fussbudget. “ For there stood by me this night the
angel of God . . .”” Around him gathered a circle of Catholics.
From nowhere altar boys materialized. So vivid, so innocent, so
booming was Father Principo’s voice that one could almost hear
a tinkling bell, smell incense, see mysterious glints of amber and
cerulean stained glass.

At first a large crowd gathered around the priest and his flock
to watch. Then across the way we heard another voice with the
open tones of California—that of a Presbyterian minister; a knot
of his faithful around him were soon singing: “Eternal Father,
strong to save, Whose arm doth bind the restless wave . . .”
Still another Californian-—the soil of that state had been, for
religious revival as for vegetables and fruits, far more fertile than
ours in Arizona, and among the Californian captives there seemed
to be numerous divines—called to his upraised hands all Method-
ists. And soon about the deck we were gathered in more than a
score of clusters of worshippers, some standing with bowed heads,
some kneeling (the women’s buttocks trembled and were crimped
as their owners shifted their knees on the hot, rough steel plates),
some singing, some praying, and one rather exotic Californian
sect shouting, jumping, barking, and speaking in tongues: Catho-
lics, Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans, Jews, Northern and
Southern Baptists, Episcopalians (I heard the good lady who had
bitten the physician genteelly trilling: “Let the sea make a noise
and all that therein is, Let the floods clap their hands . . .”),
Congregationalists, Mormons, Quakers, Seventh-Day Adventists,
and numerous sects on the near and outer fringes. The yellows
thought we were all one, merely white, but we were many. Many
voices, that is; the extraordinary thing was that we were of one
mind. It was as if the entire force of all our postwar religious
revival had culminated in one vengeful hope. Every churchlet on
the scorching deck was, in its own vocabulary, calling upon God
to bring on this vessel, which had the curious name Tung Yiian
(East Garden), some vengeance of His cunning strength, hull-
splitting thunder, typhoon winds, underwater rocks, or anything
He might use to put us under, under, under.

A girl from a hysterical Californian evangelical sect near our
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mumbling Methodist flock, a large awkward creature three or
four years older than I, showed signs of becoming possessed. Her
neck jarred from side to side, and her fellow sectarians shouted
for God to come down and settle on her head. Her naked breasts
shook with her straining to receive God, and I could hear the
yellow sailors on the superstructure laughing. (I gathered later
from Shaw that the yellows thought that, males and females hav-
ing been brought together after our long separation, we were
carrying on some sort of sex rites; he said they were obsessed with
speculations about the whites’ sexual practices.) Suddenly the
girl jumped up crying with a wild joy, and she tore around the
deck as if she were some kind of disrobed heavy-fleshed storm,
now holding in her hands delicate cords of shimmering rain, now
raging in hurricane leaps.

This girl’s sincere antics effectively broke up the other services.
Eventually she calmed down. We cooks fed the men and women.
And I—my chest was hot as the metal underfoot, with happiness
—I felt, as I had not in my flash of defiance when Big Number
One had snatched my locket, or when I was filled with anger
and pity at Mrs. Taussig’s death, or even in that moment when
I had put the belaying pin into Gabe’s trembling hands—TI felt that
something was possible, something could be done, even by one
so small, so weak, so bare as I.

(( On the Rim of the Night

But no cloud nesting thunder and steel-riving lightning
came to sink the ship that night. We rode a smooth ocean with a
favoring breeze for several days. All four of the Lutheran women
who had refused food died and were thrown in the sea. A boy
eight years old died and was thrown in the sea. A thin Baptist
woman died and was thrown in the sea. For those who survived,
it seemed as if this state of being that was not a life would last
forever. The stench in our shallow compartment was worse every
day. We felt as if the sun itself walked on the metal deck so close
above us.

One night, when I had quite given up the crazy hope I had had
that God might answer our multi-sected prayers and come to help
us or drown us all, I heard, or thought I heard, a distant gut-
tural mumbling. At once a number of our women murmured to
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their neighbors. Soon, more distinctly, I heard what was undoubt-
edly a faraway roll of thunder. At once all five hundred of us were
stirring with a tense, buzzing excitement—the first flood of
emotion we had felt that hiad not the slightest tug of fear in it.

In a few moments the rectangles of the barred air hatches
overhead quivered with trembling light, then were dark again.
Much later, far away, we heard a new rumble.

The Methodist women among us struck up “Tossed upon the
raging billows,” in hope, I suppose, of encouraging God to come
closer with some sort of holocaust. We were carried away with an
absurd, delusive happiness.

Suddenly we heard someone beating with his fists on the bulk-
head that divided us from the men’s hold—one of the men unable
to contain his joy. Eventually his pounding stopped. Another
flash, another growl, another surge of our unrealistic hope. “Fierce
though flash the lightnings red . . .” It was strange: at home in
the desert I had feared lightning more than any other threat of
nature—I thought of its shriveling lick as a meting out of justice
by God; we could hear the thunder echo all along the Chaco Rico
Range. Yet now I sang, clapped, almost danced lying down, in
the hope that this distant lightning would come to the yellow
men’s vessel, strike the bridge, crisp the captain, and somehow
cripple the ship.

There were a few more flashes. Slowly we realized that the
storm was passing along the rim of the night and would never
come to us.

The mumbling died away to nothing, and our blind joyfulness
crumbled to dampness, stink, sores, stiffness, and tears. We felt,
despite our knowledge that our prayers had issued from a dis-
tinctly unholy place, that the yellow men might have mysterious
powers, which lodged perhaps in their sneers and their derisive
laughter, that were greater than the whole constellation of our
faiths. We were weak in truth.

(( Heavenly Stream

We lost count of the days. We rode through a calm that
seemed like its opposite—a limitless rage. Kathy Blaw and I were
cooking one morning when one of the yellow crewmen, who was
stationed in a crow’s nest halfway up the foremast, gave out an
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exultant shout. Shaw ran to us and told us that land, mountains,
Shantung, had been sighted. The news gave me a lift; perhaps
our long bad dream was to end. But I noticed that Kathy Blaw,
who had been silent and dejected ever since the thunderstorm
had evaded us, received Shaw’s word with a face glummer than
ever.

That afternoon, when we had just begun to see, off to the left,
dark summits peeking over the edge of the glass expanse, two
women died and were dropped in the water, and while we cooks
were stowing our pots, Kathy Blaw, who had watched the crude
casting over of souls with tears pouring down her cheeks, sud-
denly let out a mournful gasping cry, and she ran to the rail and
jumped in the sea, where yellow men threw our dead.

I screamed, and a sailor shouted. We learned at once that while
the yellow men thought that whites dead were worthless, they
gave living whites an urgent value. To my amazement the tall,
spiritless physician, who had had his ankle bitten by the Episco-
palian woman, and who had been morosely limping around the
deck ever since, now without hesitation kicked off the one shoe
he was wearing and plunged over the side. The engines stopped,
the ship swung into a wide turn. The physician, a strong swimmer,
reached Kathy Blaw, who, apparently not knowing how to drown,
was thrashing the water into an angry saliva, and he struck her
a blow on the head which made her go limp. On the deck sailors
were already swinging a long dory out on davits, and when the
ship, engines backing, stopped near the pair in the water, the
men hastily lowered the boat over the side, with a thumping
splash, and four of them rowed to the dector and lifted my naked
unconscious friend and her rescuer out of the water and returned
them to the ship.

When Kathy Blaw came to herself, Big Number One, his face
above his whiskers wrinkled like a walnut with fury, ordered
her given twenty lashes and directed that she be chained to the
mast until we dropped anchor.

Kathy Blaw’s bath in the ocean had washed away her melan-
choly, and the rest of that day and all through the night we could
hear her tireless tongue, cursing not only the yellows but her own
white companions, too, for their passive acceptance of their
plight.

I shivered with loneliness on the shelf in the hold that night.

Before we were taken above next day we heard the great anchor



80 ) WHITE LOTUS

chain running out, the engines stopped, and there was a hammer-
ing on deck. Nothing happened for several hours. At last a hatch
was opened and we were taken on deck, and there we found the
shoulder-high palisades raised again, and over them we could see
that the ship was lying at anchor in a broad bay off a flat land.
Shaw told us we were waiting for high tide outside the sandbar
at the mouth of the North River, which led to the East Garden’s
home port of Tientsin, or Heavenly Stream, and in fact while we
cooks were providing a meal the ship heaved its anchor and
crossed over the bar.

We moved along the curving river through a green deltaic
plain: fields of sorghum and millet bounded by flood dikes,
clumps of yellowy willows, and villages of houses with clay pile
walls startlingly like the compound walls of my Arizona home.
Junks and sampans floated under patched sails in the almost
windless morning, and I thought at first the river must have had a
thousand mouths, for similar sails dotted the entire landscape,
constantly tacking and bellying. They were wind wells, Shaw said.
Apart from the distant barking of village dogs there was no sound
but the plashing of our bow waves on the banks of the river
levees. When the meals were done, women’s and men’s, we were
sent below.

Early in the afternoon we heard much shouting; the engines
died down; hawsers thumped and dragged on the deck overhead.
All of us were taken above again from both holds, and we were
massed within the pickets.

The East Garden was tied in a row of ships alongside a commer-
cial bund. On the open embankment we saw—my heart turned
over at the sight—a number of white men running about in dirty
faded blue cotton trousers, obeying orders given by two yellows in
long white gowns. The whites grinned, waved to us, shouted what
seemed to be jokes to each other in the yellow men’s tongue, and
crackled with laughter like our hardened Jiggs. We saw that these
slaves were not only uneaten; they were strong, brisk, rowdy, and
tough.

Beyond the bund were warehouses and shops solidly built of
bricks, with tile roofs; and the cries of a city.

Kathy Blaw was still muttering like someone in a tirade beyond
the earshot of the object of the anger.

Under the constant bellowing of Shaw our thousand souls were
sorted into groups—being graded, he explained, for sale, as prime
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men, prime women, boys and girls rated at two thirds of prime,
and smaller children who counted as half prime.

I'was not, however, put into any of these main groups but was
set aside, along with Kathy Blaw, Gabriel, Jiggs, Mayor Jencks,
the two Baptist cooks, the Episcopalian woman who had bitten
the doctor, and about thirty other slaves, in one corner of the
palisaded area.

Marked tags were hung around the necks of those in the graded
groups. Then the dock slaves carried huge baskets up a wide gang-
plank that spanned the ship’s rail and the bund, and out of the
baskets our crewmen took straight cotton pantaloons and long-
sleeved tunics, all of the same medium size, and gave each of us
a pair, and we clothed ourselves with a great deal of laughter—
strange sound in our throats, expressive of our relief at having our
nakedness covered at last, and our dismay at the awkward shapes
of these tubed sacks; it was the fortunate middle-sized slave whom
the coolie clothes fitted.

All the groups but ours were taken ashore, hemmed about there
by a troop of yellow men with guns, and they disappeared within
a huge gray-bricked godown. Big Number One, the tall limping
surgeon, and Shaw, in a crisp white robe, went with them.

We few were left within the fencing on the deck of the East
Garden.

( Four in Gne Hundred and Four

The captain’s party returned to the vessel at dusk. Big
Number One, flapping his goat whiskers about with wags of his
obviously sotted head, was drenched in self-congratulations and
some sort of yellow man’s liquor. Shaw told us that the prices had
been good, and as to us—we were Big Number One’s own. It was
now revealed to us that this Big Number One was not so big after
all, for he was simply a yellow merchant’s hireling, and of every
hundred and four prime units of slave flesh that he delivered
intact to Heavenly Stream, he could claim only four as his own.
Why had he chosen particularly us? Because, said Shaw, our Big
Number One liked extremes—either slaves who fawned on him
(Shaw bowed his head toward Mayor Jencks and the Baptist
cooks), as some were wise enough to do, or fought him (Shaw
swept his eyes to Gabriel, Jiggs, Kathy Blaw, and the Episcopalian
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lady with the keen teeth), as others had spirit enough to do.
Craft and courage he valued, Shaw said, adding in a low voice
that we mustn’t expect this of most yellows, who liked best of all
whites who were—or had the wit to seem—stupid, tireless, eraven,
obsequious.

Mayor Jencks asked Shaw: What would Big Number One do
with us?

He would take us to the Northern Capital, the linguist said,
where the retail prices were best.

For six days we worked at eleaning the ship, purifying it again
and again with malt vinegar; the yellow sailors followed us with
smoke pots whose fumes reached into every cranny till even the
gigantic roaches, with their shells as hard as the housings of
turtles, walked out and rolled over on their backs.

Then one morning we were taken ashore, and we were formed
once again into a coffle—the men were chained, the women were
tied wrist to wrist with hemp rope—and we were herded away
through the city streets.

So we had crossed, as the winged migration of Shaw’s hand
that day had forewarned, to the other side of the ocean and the
earth, from the New World to the Old, from the domain of the
losers to that of the winners. And now I must tell of the weird
sensation we whites experienced as we moved, coffled, through
the yellows’ city—of slipping, of skidding back across sheets of
time; a thrill like the half-hideous soaring of the pit of the stom-
ach that a child feels when his end of the seesaw falls. To say
that we found ourselves in another era is exact. Not that the
yellows were “backward” by, let’s say, two centuries, as we had
used to think before the war they won; indeed, we ourselves had
been “backward” since the defeat—making clay pots, sowing seed
by hand, training one youth to cobble and another to weave. It
was simply that the yellows, as we saw them now in the streets of
their own milieu, lived on another shore of time altogether, and
we had moved onto it with them.

Marching behind a large two-wheeled oxeart with an arched
heod of reed matting, in which Big Number One and Shaw rode,
we walked in three days the eighty miles to the capital of the
yellow empire.









& | BOOK THREE |&&

( A Loud, High Cackle

I BLINKED at the strangeness of all that I saw. We whites from
the East Garden, thirty-four of us in rags, walk-sore and scared
to the bone, huddled together on a wooden platform in the farm-
ers’ market of the Outer City. At our backs was the crenelated
massif of the Tartar City wall, many times as high as the houses
around us. Against the porcelain-blue sky we could see, atop a
nearby gate in the wall, a rectangular, double-roofed tower of a
suffocating grandeur: each of its faces had four rows of gunports,
one above the other, high in the air, and on the wooden mantlets
that shuttered these embrasures were painted, with a haughtiness
that made me shiver, the mouths of cannons, as if to suggest that
the yellows’ powers were so vast that mere representation would
repel enemies. The Fox Tower, Shaw called it, seeing us look at
it; that name deepened my fears. A string of moth-eaten camels,
a trader’s caravan from Mongolia, stood a few yards from us; the
stolid animals ruminated and stared with long-nosed, damp-
nostriled contempt, it seemed, at our white skins. The market was
crowded with two-wheeled carts of greens, melons, legumes, and
fish; harsh cries echoed against the city wall, and schools of fish
smells swam in the warm air, reminding me of the revolting slave
ship’s hold. In the square before our platform a bad dream of
many yellow faces milled and squirmed, and, beyond, buildings
of brick with curved tiled roofs hemmed in the marketplace.
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Big Number One stood on the fore-apron of the platform hawk-
ing to the crowd the merits of each of his slaves in turn. Yellow
men in ankle-length gowns, with flattish conical hats and braided
queues, some carrying parasols to shade themselves from the
sun, came forward, stepped up on the scaffold to inspect and prod,
talked quietly with Big Number One, and bought or refused. One
by one my companions were led away.

I had a glimpse of Gabriel's face for a moment as he was being
sold, and the expression I saw was new to him—a look of incredu-
lity. His face seemed a solid blank bruise of amazement.

Memories of that astonished stare were to revisit me often, as
time passed, reinforcing my utter dishelief that life could take
such turns as it did.

I was third from last to be put up for sale. Two yellow men
came up when Big Number One had finished talking about me,
and behind one of them, holding up his parasol, was a plump
white woman in a slave uniform—a blue tunic with large circular
emblems of identification, in red, on chest and back, and green
trousers. The man without a slave pressed my arm to test its firm-
ness and put a finger, which smelled of tobacco and had a long.
clawlike fingernail, under my upper lip to examine my teeth. The
back of his hand was glossy, like oilcloth. The more elegant man,
who had crimson tassels and a large crimson button on his hat,
and who wore a long gown of silk the color of the topless Peking
sky, stood talking with Big Number One and with the slave woman.
I heard a word that sounded like “Arizona,” and the white
woman asked me softly in English, with our beautiful straight-
out Arizona accent, how old I was. She had been an Arizonan!

I fell on my knees and threw my arms around her thighs, and
she bent down and raised me up and told me not to be frightened.

I could not help blurting out to her a question: “Are they going
to eat me?”

She laughed at me, with a loud, high cackle, quite unlike her
low speaking voice, just as I had heard Shaw cackle at Kathy Blaw
when she had asked the same question our first day on the ship,
and at once I mistrusted this slave woman; she must be, I thought,
on the yellows’ side.

I saw the man with glossy skin go down from the platform. The
white woman’s owner conferred awhile with her, then slipped
from within one of his wide sleeves a velvet bag, and from it with-
drew a single shoe-shaped ingot of sycee silver, which he placed
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in Big Number One’s wrinkled hand. Then he turned away down
the steps from the platform, and the white woman took me by the
elbow and steered me in his footsteps. She said I was his.

( New Words

Our master left us. He was going to his place of work,
the woman said, though I could not imagine his doing men’s work
—hoeing a field, building a wall, picking fruit in a grove—in a
long silk gown with a folding fan in his hand.

The woman led me toward my new home. We went into the
inner capital, through the gate under the frightful Fox Tower.
All around the gate were many white beggars—flthy, ragged,
scabbed, and crippled.

The woman said her slave name was a yellow word that meant
Gull. The masters called her Small Gull. Every white slave, she
told me, was contemptuously called “small.” They spoke of us
generically as “smalls.” They also called us, when they wanted to
be more insulting, she said, “pigs,” “hogs,” “sows,” “piglets.”

Gull said she was to teach me the yellows’ language. First I
must learn my master’s name: Shen.

The houses were low-lying and presented cold, forbidding faces,
for there were no windows, only bare walls, fronting the streets.
We walked along a broad avenue in which there were surprisingly
few people. Gull said that twenty-seven years before, there had
been a great plague of smallpox, which the yellows called Heaven-
Flowers Sickness, as if one could keep a disease at arm’s length
with flattery; the pox, unappeased by the pretty name, had seri-
ously depleted the country’s labor force. This had been one of
the main causes of the Yellow War, and this was why we “smalls”
were so much in demand.

I saw a pair of bare-chested white men between the shafts of
a sedan chair of rosewood inlaid with ivory; in it the slaves
were carrying at a trot a heavy yellow man, and their ribs stood
out from their wasted bodies, and their eyes bulged. I began to
cry.

A vast herd of goats—an illusion of a thousand Big Number
Ones—came charging at us along the street. Terrified, I ran to a
gateway of a house and crouched against it, calling the name of
Kathy Blaw.
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Gull laughed at me, but she also ran to me and hugged me to
her fat body and said in our nice flat Arizona accents that time
would help me get used to the yellows’ city.

While we stood by the gate and let the flock pass, Gull threw
her hands over her mouth, as if she had just remembered some-
thing of vital importance, and she shouted over the chorus of
bleating that she must teach me the two most odious expressions
in our owners’ language:

Ta Lao-yeh, the honorific title due a master from his white
slaves, meaning, roughly, Big Venerable. Ta T ai-t'ai, for the mis-
tress, or Big Madame.

Gull said I must never, on pain of wicked punishment, speak
to the man and woman who owned me without using these wor-
shipful words. As whites were always “small,” so yellows were
always “big.”

The goats passed. They were herded by vicious-looking yellow-
brown dogs.

We walked on. I rehearsed the terms of respect. Then Gull said
she would tell me the slaves’ basic law:

No matter how frightened you are before a yellow person, no
matter how angry, no matter even how happy, control your face
and body; show no feeling; have a face as impassive as a figure
painted on a china bowl.

Perhaps I would like Gull, after all. She was fat and cheerful,
and good to me. She told me she had been abducted from her
Arizona village, near Prescott, in a raid by the Sacramento Syndi-
cate thirteen years before, not long after the defeat; that she had
farmed eight years on an island off Kiangsi; that she had been
shipped north and scld to our master five years before.

Big Venerable. Big Madame. I found that I could easily remem-
ber every word Gull taught me.

We came to an imposing gateway. This was our home, Gull
said. Fierce stone lions flanked the approach; the male on the
right was playing with a bronze ball, the lioness on the left fondled
a cub. Over the entranceway, on a panel, gilt characters pro-
claimed (Gull told me): HARMONY IN ALL THE COURTYARDS. “Hal”
she barked, her only comment. A large double-leafed gate was
flanked by two smaller doors, on one of which Gull rapped.

A gatekeeper, a hangdog-looking slave in a uniform like Gull’s,
opened the door. Gull said his name was Bean. He bowed to me in
a sheepish way.
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Gull led me around a carved marble spirit screen, along a
veranda, through a passage hall, across a large courtyard, and
into the main reception hall. I perspired in my thin slave-ship
rags. Lacquered pillars, beams decorated with herons and dragons!

As we went Gull whispered that Big Madame would be waiting
for us, and she would probably address me as her child, but that
would not make me her child.

Off the end of the large room was a moon terrace, raised by
several steps. There stood a woman. Having memorized the phrase
“Big Madame,” I was surprised at the tiny delicate thing our mis-
tress turned out to be. She was dressed in a long straight gown of
brilliant figured lavender, and her left hand rested on a waist-high
lantern, on the horn faces of which were painted stylized hunting
scenes.

I hated her at once. Her cheeks were rouged, her flat broad nose
was caked with powder, her lips were like small caterpillars lying
together. She spoke to Gull in a rasping voice.

Gull told me in our sweet Arizona accents that Big Madame had
said I was a pretty child.

I could imagine it! My crown bristled with a half-inch stubble
of light-brown hair.

Weak with fear, I sank to my knees, lowered my head, and
softly said in the yellow language, as some sort of feeble plea that
filled me with shame, “Big Madame!”

The woman came down the steps toward me with a curious
stump-leg walk, and at each stair I saw peek out from her lavender
gown feet so small as to seem deformed. She put her damp hands
on my cheeks and lifted my head. She spoke again.

Gull, her face a chinaware image, said the Big Madame had
named me White Lotus, and had called me her child, her new
small child. But that, Gull added in firm Arizona tones, did not
make me her child.

({ At Big Venerable Shen’s

For a long time I was stifled by confusions; I could not

have said what was going on around me.
In the courtyards, halls, side chambers, and verandas of the
mansion, each of which had a name—Autumn Retreat, Peony
Study, Pomegranate Court, Bamboo Terrace—everything was
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transacted in hushed tones, in an atmosphere of half-choked dig-
nity and reserve.

One area, however, had no sweet name: the slave yard. There
flies swarmed around a moist slop of melon seeds and vegetable
parings, a shabby rooster mounted a hen and then flapped the
dust of the yard with his wings as he boasted, and in one corner
stood an astonishing knee-high heap of empty peanut husks.

My sleeping place was a frayed straw mat on an intransigent
brick bed in a room I shared with Gull and all four of the Shens’
male slaves: the major-domo, Old Bow, a silent, surly white-
haired man who was profoundly courteous to the master and mis-
tress before their faces but bitter and complaining behind their
backs; the gateboy, Bean, a cringing nonentity; and two “run-
ners,” rowdy, stupid fellows, one very tall and thin, called On
Stilts, the other a dirty, careless creature named Cock. Men and
women slaves alike wore the Shens’ blue-and-green pajamalike
uniforms.

The Shens had a small son, eight years old, whom we were
obliged to address as Ta Shao-yeh, Big Young Venerable; he treated
the slaves as if we were mice or scorpions or lizards to stalk and
torment. Vividly I remembered the swaggering rascal boys in the
village at home in Arizona, skinning a measly gopher as if they
were hunters who had been vouchsafed to shoot a powerful lion.
Each such thought of home drove me to tears; each effort to si-
lence my sobs gagged me so I thought I would faint.

I was haunted by Big Madame’s hobbling walk and her queer,
tiny, pointed feet. Gull explained, when I asked about them, that
from childhood yellow women of the better classes had their feet
bound, with the toes cruelly turned under, to make their feet small,
for this was considered a mark of great beauty. Venerable called
his wife’s feet his “golden water lilies.” My whole being ached at
the thought of this torture every time the mistress peg-legged
across my field of vision.

She carried a trembling little goggle-eyed dog in her sleeve to
keep her hands warm.

I broke one of her painted vases, a gem of the T'ang dynasty,
and rather than having me beaten, which I could have borne
easily, she punished me, so that my heart felt empty as a gourd in
my chest, simply by looking sadly at me, as if I were a brainless
animal. Her eyes! Deep brown glittering pupils half hidden, seem-
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ing to lurk, under the epicanthic fold of skin that was the yellows’
sure mark: they reduced me to jelly.

Venerable Shen moved about the mansion like a great cloud,
edged and colored with the reverence that seemed to be due him.
He was an official of the first class, a member of the College of
Literature, which had had its one thousandth anniversary just
the year before; its members were chosen from among those who
had taken highest honors in the Triennial Examinations, and it
supervised all new literature, instructed the Emperor, the Dragon
Countenance, in the classics in the Hall of Literary Glory, com-
posed prayers for ceremonies, gave honorific names to Imperial
wives and concubines, and issued patents of nobility. Our master
held the envied post of sub-curator of the Great Encyclopedia of
Yung Lo, which consisted of twenty-three thousand volumes. Gull
said, “He has the fragrance of books on him.” He was also, some-
what less gloriously, a functionary of the Board of the Imperial
Horse Department, in charge of processions, and of cleaning up
after processions. All this honor, which had not come to him with-
out considerable outlay of the Shen family funds, understandably
made him nervous; he constantly rolled two brass balls in his
right hand and wore a mask of sagaciousness on his face.

He called Big Madame “duck.” Gull told me that the yiian-yang,
the Mandarin duck, was the yellows’ symbol of connubial bliss.
This word “duck” he uttered without cracking his wise mask.

The master and mistress both had the disconcerting habit of
laughing when they heard anything unpleasant.

There were tree geraniums and vivid varieties of chrysanthe-
mums in the courtyards, and pomegranates were ripening;
thrushes sang in cages in the side chambers. All the beauties
around me, cultivated by the yellows with ritualistic self-con-
sciousness, only made me the sadder.

The days were like Arizona’s, hot and dry, but Gull told me just
to wait, I would see Gobi dust storms and gray cold that would
make me forget Arizona. Too bad, she said, that I had not been
given a few years in one of the intermediate provinces to thicken
my blood, as many of the slaves in the capital had been. Maybe
I would be lucky and die of a lung ailment.

Gull explained my name to me: the lotus was perfection rooted
in mud and slime.

When Gull took me into the city I fought off the whirling of my
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head at all the strange sounds: screeching hubs of barrows and
carts, hawkers’ wailing songs, bells and gongs shaking the air
from towers, firecrackers in temple courtyards, hammers on anvils
—and slaves laughing, slaves wildly laughing. Wherever I went
I heard the bitter laughter of slaves.

The yellow man’s language made my tongue so gibbous I felt
sick all day, but Gull taught me well, and I was eager to learn,
because this was the only way I could talk with other whites, all
of whom used their masters’ speech. Once I got the hang of the
lilting tones I learned fast.

Gull inquired in the market about my friends. Their names, like
everything else on earth, were changed. Kathy Blaw was now 0Old
Pearl—a bad name, Gull said, because the word for pearl was a
homophone for pig. Gabriel was called Nose. Mayor Jencks was
Lapdog—humiliating!

At home a proverb had come into use, since the defeat in the
Yellow War, which was ironic indeed now: “A free man’s name
is never lost.”

I asked Gull what she had learned about Kathy, or Old Pearl.

A horrid master, Gull said. A carpenter, a morose man who
lived alone. Old Pearl was his only slave. He gave her orders by
means of furious gestures.

What about the one called Nose?

His master, Gull said, was Venerable Wu. She knew one of Wu’s
slaves, Wu’s Moon Pot.

What sort of master was he supposed to be?

Gull shrugged—so-so.

Had this Moon Pot said anything about the one called Nose?

Yes, Gull answered, she had said the new slave was noisy,
boastful, and wild, and she thought he would soon be a drunkard.

Gabriel? Was Gull sure this was the man who was sold in the
lot with me?

He was the same one, Gull said.

([ Eelskin Bows

Time passed and my hair grew out. The mistress and
master kept saying that I was a pretty child, that they wanted me
to feel that I was part of the family. They said this to me often
through Gull, and when I was far enough along in their speech
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they said it directly to me. “You are an agreeable little heathen,
dear child,” the mistress said to me once. The word she used for
“heathen” was strange to me, and I had Gull translate it later. By
stages I was led to the point of all this: the dutifulness, the sub-
missiveness, the reverence for authority and for propriety and for
tradition, that were at the heart of the yelows’ beliefs. If I was
the Shens’ pretty child, I had the most profound duties toward
them, even toward the whole hive of their ancestors, to whom
incensed smoke constantly curled in the shrines in the Pome-
granate Court. Venerable Shen was gentle in manner toward me,
for, according to his beliefs, his wish for good treatment from his
superiors required of him a corollary sweetness toward his in-
feriors.

Nevertheless, one day he took me, with Old Bow, On Stilts, and
Gull, and three rented camels, into the groves to the east of the
city, where many of the capital gentry with their slaves were
gathering firewood against the coming winter. There was a cel-
ebratory look about the bright colors of the various slave uniforms.
Bow, who was too old for it, chopped and split, with On Stilts; and
Gull and I, who were too frail for it, made up the split logs into
cylindrical bales and loaded them on racks on the kneeling camels’
backs, while Venerable Shen stood and talked with other yellow
slaveowners about—how smug they were!—their own vandalism:
what a shame it was, they piously said, to cut down these ancient
cypresses, these silver pines renowned in all the empire.

I was stumbling along with a bale of fragrant wood when sud-
denly I had a sensation of having been doing exactly this thing
in exactly this place once before.

Then I saw why. Near the path a familiar pair of shoulders,
dappled with trembling tree shade, was swinging to chop in a
seen-before way. It was Gabriel, now Nose, bare to the waist. I
called toward his back in a brassy tone that I did not wholly feel;
I had learned to imitate Gull’s two manners, which I took to be
the accepted ones: ceremonious and noncommittal to the masters,
and open, bluff, and a bit noisy to fellow slaves.

At once Nose turned, and I almost dropped the kindling to put
a hand to my mouth, for I was barely able to keep from laughing
(because of astonishment and chagrin) at what I saw.

Nose’s forelocks were braided into four small plaits tied up with
silky eelskin; his eyes were bloodshot and distant.

I had seen slaves in the market with their hair arranged in this
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bizarre way; Gull had said that those were the loud boys, the
roughs.

Nose, speaking in the yellow man’s language, asked me indif-
ferently how I was. His voice was hoarse.

1 wanted to stop and talk to him about our Arizona village,
about the East Garden, about difficult questions of obedience and
rebellious feelings, but all I could blurt out was a question about
Kathy Blaw, now called Pearl—seen her? The bundle of wood
pulled painfully at my arms.

He shook his head. The plaits shook, too. An irrepressible giggle
at the sight of the wobbling of the eelskin bows came up like
nausea in my throat, and I ran on with the firewood, and by the
time I had reached the camels I thought my arms would break off,
and I had a miserable heavy feeling in my chest, and I was on the
edge of tears.

([ I See the City

Gull took me with her on errands to get me used to the
city. The capital was a nest of cities: at its heart, the Forbidden
City, containing the golden-roofed Imperial palaces, with crenel-
ated purple walls and a moat; around that, the red-walled Im-
perial City, with headquarters of the Imperial boards, and Imperial
temples, and Imperial pleasure grounds along the shores of three
lakes, called, as if all continents met here, the North Sea, the
Central Sea, and the South Sea; and surrounding that in turn, the
Tartar City, with its massive walls and huge gate towers, the living
space of the nobles, the warriors, and the rich; and finally, ap-
pended in a great rectangle to the south, with a lower wall of its
own, the Outer City, where lesser yellows lived.

One day Gull led me from the Shens’ mansion, which was in the
southwestern part of the Tartar City, not far from the Examina-
tion Halls, up to the Imperial Granary Market, near the Gate of
Unmixed Blessings.

Everywhere in the streets whites were doing mortifying work:
transporting yellows in ornate sedan chairs, carrying too heavy
loads of charcoal or grain or bricks or tiles on shoulder poles,
sprinkling down the capital’s dust with foul-smelling water from
the nauseating open sewer ditches. To right and left we saw in
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our frailty the red, yellow, blue, green, and purple glazed tiles,
sparkling in the sun, of the roofs of the rich and the powerful.

I visualized as we walked that wonder-struck look on Nose’s face
when he had been put up for sale by Big Number One. Why did
Nose upset me so? Every time I thought of him, I thought of home;
thoughts of home became thoughts of Nose. As we entered the
crowded market I searched the faces of slaves, yearning to see him.

As we came to the area where vegetable carts were hub to hub,
a slave woman belonging to a farmer (for she wore plain blue
jacket and trousers), with a basket slung from a halter over her
shoulder, passed close to us, chanting shrill cries in the masters’
language and stopping now and then to chaffer out a sale. Not
understanding her chants, I ducked over and looked in her basket:
peanuts roasted in the shell.

Gripped by a sudden craving, I begged Gull to buy me some,
and she did, with coppers from the mistress’s market purse. As we
jostled through the press of hucksters and slaves, I opened peanuts
and munched them and drifted into a memory: of rushing after
school into our compound and to our dark little kitchen, getting
down from a shelf a Mason jar of peanut butter that my own
mother had ground, and lavishing a broad blade’s load of it on a
piece of the bread she baked herself; seeing out the window the
sharp shadows of eaves on the dusty ground, the glistening skin
of Sam Quill repairing the Carboots’ loom shed across the way, a
compound cat named Cal Coolidge watching a peewee in the
scraggly locust near the wall.

Gull took some of my peanuts and loudly cracked them, and
she laughed at my vacant look. “You've already got the peanut
madness,” she said. It seemed that every slave in the capital had
a wild craving for peanuts, which, like some hypnotic drug, in-
duced, on being eaten, thoughts of faraway homes and almost
unbearable yearnings.

I remembered the peanut husks piled knee-deep in our slave '
yard at the Shens’.

Another day, early in the morning, under orders from Venerable
and papered with long-winded permits, Gull and I carried some
heavy books of his from his mansion to his place of work at the
Hall of Literary Glory, within the Forbidden City. Here was a queer
fact: yellows, other than mandarins of the Imperial staff and
eunuchs, could not enter the Forbidden City, yet any slaves bear-
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ing credentials could. The key to this riddle: we slaves must not
have been regarded as fully human.

Through Heaven Peace Gate and Earth Peace Gate we ap-
proached the fearsome Meridian Gate up a walled way. It was the
hour of the entrance of mandarins of the Imperial staff—Vener-
able Shen was in the group of them waiting to enter ahead of us.
Before the Meridian Gate stood six elephants, facing each other
in pairs, their trunks intertwined and their tusks meeting. A bell
rang. The elephants released each other’s trunks, drew back, and
knelt. The mandarins went through. We, and a handful of other
slaves waiting to enter, were driven through the terrifying ele-
phants’ gamut at a run by guards shouting and waving bamboo
beating rods. Then the elephants arose and locked the way again.
At the gate itself stood four vellow eunuchs at least seven feet tall,
bearing enormous curved swords, and overhead on the gate tower
I saw batteries of brass cannons peeping out between merlons of
Manchurian cedar.

Running into the awesome area within, feeling smaller and
smaller as the weight of the books crushed my shoulder, I thought:
our fearful Syndicate at home, whose power had overwhelmed our
village, had used a handful of men in ordinary suits with pistols
and swords. The yellow power was unimaginably greater.

Yet how Gabriel had cringed that day in the patio at Palm
Springs, his forehead chalky with California dust where he had
bowed it to the ground—and how insolent he seemed here!

After delivering the beoks we were shut in a dark room all day;
we were allowed to leave the Forbidden City only at the evening
parting of the elephants.

Late one afternoon when Old Bow was busy polishing the brass
conch shells studding the Shens’ gates, and On Stilts, Cock, and
Bean were all somehow engaged, Bow asked Gull and me to fetch
the family’s tea water in place of two of the men. Carrying buckets
on the ends of shoulder poles, we went eastward from our house
to the so-called Jade Spring Courtyard of a yellow man named
Yang, who, though rich, charged his townsmen coppers to draw
from his well its sweet water, the least alkaline and puckery in all
the Tartar City. Master Yang was a trading merchant, a familyless
widower, Gull told me, away with caravans for long periods, and
during his absences his well yard was a merrymaking place for
men slaves, presided over by Yang’s Otter, who collected the round
copper cash with square holes at their centers, for the water. We
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found about twenty uniformed slaves in the courtyard when we
reached it, in clumps chatting, laughing, shelling peanuts, pitch-
ing their masters’ coppers to a wall. A boxing match was taking
place off to one side, and men were shouting their bets.

Upon our arrival the slaves gathered around Gull and me mak-
ing bawdy jokes and proposals, and Gull broke into quick mock-
furious rushes at some of them. She seemed half pleased, half
angry. Young as I was, I could not help knowing that much of
their play was directed at me. Out of the crowd our Mayor Jencks,
Tung’s Lapdog now, stepped forward, dressed in a blue silk jacket
and a black cloth hat, and he made a show of being familiar with
me. He was rather grand, and he tried to condescend to me, yet
I felt that I had an importance, bestowed on me by the ruttish
slaves, to which he wanted to attach himself.

The slaves’ remarks gave me strange feelings—my hands were
too bony and narrow, my legs were crooked, my hair still stood
out straight from my head.

“Leave her alone,” Lapdog said in the yellow language, rubbing
my shoulder as if it were a piece of polished hardwood.

I hastily asked him (giggling when I called him Lapdog) if he
had seen any of our village people. Kathy Blaw?

Lapdog’s speech in the yellows’ tongue was stilted; pidginish yet
flowery. “Old Pearl,” he said, “is in number-one prosperity.”

I asked about Nose, but I supposed I would get nothing of value
from the old man; he was as pompous as ever, he spoke for effect,
his eyes slid about to see whether the other slaves were listening
to his words. Pearl—in “number-one prosperity” with her crabbed
carpenter?

But Lapdog surprised me. He grew angry, spat on the ground,
stamped in the spittle. “Nose is going the wrong way,” he almost
shouted. I waited, puzzled, looking an anxious question, I suppose.
“I saw him drunk,” he said, then he raised his voice. “That boy—
I remember him!” And he rapped his chest, as if to conjure up a
picture of a powerful young man who had somehow been his
creature.

When our water pails were filled Gull and I trotted off with the
steady jogging pace that the carrying poles required. I experienced
rushes of feeling—anger at our old mayor’s portentous manner,
concern over what was happening to Nose, fury at the yellows’
heavy tea water, and unfamiliar surges of elation at thoughts of
the white men’s eyes on me in Yang’s courtyard, and of their harm-
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less jokes that made me feel so gawky as the rope coiled around
the squeaking drum of the well.

(| Boxing the Board

One afternoon, while Gull and I were buying food in the
farmers’ market in the Outer City, near the Fox Tower, we saw
that a sale of newly arrived slaves was in progress.

I had a moment’s crazy hope that my father might be among
the prisoners, but the weak wish had faded before we could even
push close enough to see the faces of the whites cringing on the
platform.

Though I had been in the yellows’ capital only a few months I
thought I could tell those miserable creatures in their trader’s
chemises and drawers that their terrors were misplaced, that they
should not be afraid of what they feared but of what they did not.
I felt as if I had a wild hen in my throat that would fly out cack-
ling if one of these trembling souls should ask me if “they” were
going to eat him.

There were no Arizonans announced among those brought
straight across the ocean.

Turning aside as the sale dragged on, we saw a crowd of both
yellows and whites gathered near a market godown, and we moved
toward it, and I heard shouts and ahs. Men slaves were boxing
for coppers on a wide plank in an open circle. The boxers, stripped
to the waist, feet bare and fists ungloved, were required to stay on
the great plank, four paces long and one pace wide, which slaves
at the four corners held in place on the ground. The boxer who
could knock his opponent off the plank with a clean blow would
win. Sometimes, when the sparring grew especially boisterous, the
four plank-holders, with started veins and excited eyes, would lift
the plank a span or two off the ground, and the boxers would
bounce and sway on their fluttering feet.

The yellows, who had no hand boxing of their own, and who
deplored naked competitiveness but seemed enchanted by the
sight of it, tossed coins, by way of applause, toward one end of the
plank or the other. I felt at first a disgust that the sport we had
called at home the manly art of self-defense should have been
turned now to beggars’ uses.

Gull told me that these boxing slaves were from the Drum Tower
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Boys, a gang of roughs and dandies among the slaves whose
gathering place in whatever hours they could steal from their
masters was the foot of the great structure, twenty times as high
as a house, in the northern part of the Tartar City, from which an
enormous drum sounded curfew over the whole city each evening.

I clutched at my breast with a reflex gesture of grasping for my
lost locket of the Guevavi martyr, for I now saw Nose among the
men cheering the boxers on the plank. Was he a Drum Tower
Boy, or trying to be?

Ambitious Nose! My heart sank when I looked closely at him.
His forelocks were done up in those plaits tied with eelskin; his
eyes were red. He wore an old embroidered silk jacket that he must
have wheedled from his master, which looked odd over short
coolie trousers; his strong calves and his feet were bare. He was
already some kind of dandy himself, and rough enough.

All this game of “boxing the board,” as our men called it, was
against the yellows’ laws, I well knew. Gull had spent rich hours
telling me of the two levels of the yellow man’s laws——the laws for
himself, and those for us. He could gather and loiter; we could
not. He could game; we could not. He could vend food from a
wheelbarrow; we could not. A yellow could slap a yellow’s face, but
twenty days in chains for a white who tried it.

Gull had told me of these distinctions not with resentment but
simply as matters of fact; she shunned trouble.

But Gull had carefully shown me, too, that slaveowners could
not maintain an eternal vigilance; there were times when the
yellow man would wink his eye and times when his stare was
averted—safe moments to cavort. His double standard bred our
evasion, sometimes in the open, as with this bold boxing at the
market, and sometimes where and when he never guessed.

Now a boxer fell from the plank, and another took his place. In
the knot of slaves on the sidelines, Nose was aggressive, loud, and
quite transformed from the eager, conscientious leader of work he
had been at home. I knew that he had seen me, but he paid me
no attention.

On an impulse I broke away from Gull and ran to the clump of
men and straight to Nose, and I thumped his chest with my fist
and shouted in his face in English, “Box, man!”

For a moment he looked at me with surprise and, I thought,
distaste, but then with a scooping motion he swept me off my feet
and began to jog around carrying me in a sitting position and
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chanting with bad grammar in the yellows’ language like a pack-
man, “Big Nose got big fish! Big fish! Big Nose sell. Two copper
big mackerel fish! Two copper!”

I was mortified by the laughter I heard, and I could smell the
acrid fumes of millet liquor on Nose’s breath; I felt like weeping,
yet I felt like squealing and laughing, too.

Still carrying me, Nose trotted toward the plank and jostled the
two boxers from it, who gave him murderous looks, and he began
to whirl on it with me in his powerful arms. I felt the jarring of
his bare feet on the board under us. The slaves gathered around
clapping. The yellows laughed harder than ever. I grew dizzy.

Out of the spin Nose threw me away, and I sprawled on the
ground, and as Nose leaped from the plank a square ugly man
and a tall fat one took his place, to box. I stood up unsteadily and
dusted myself; Nose was strutting away. He would not look at me
again, and he disdained the shower of coppers tossed toward him
in the dirt. Other slaves scrambled for them on their hands and
knees.

(( Family Life

There came a chill on the air, and it settled in me. Gull
said that the bad season had not begun; I waited in disbelief for
the iron weather she described.

By day I heard my name called through the courtyards of the
house: “White Lotus! White Lotus!”—or a tiny handbell rang
three times for me.

The mistress, it seemed, could do nothing alone, not even dress
herself, and I thought she must be weak, but one day she wanted
to have a teak ceremonial table moved, to see how it would look
at another side of a room, and, impatient at being unable to raise
On Stilts or Cock with tinklings, she heaved on one end herself,
with me on the other, and I saw that after all she was a plantain,
having tough fibers hidden in soft little leaves. She was, however,
utterly helpless in the presence of her little boy, Young Venerable,
who tyrannized her. She spent hours with her favorite mocking
thrush, teaching it to mimic a dog, a cat, a hawk, a rook, a crying
baby, and a falsetto slave actor; and other hours combing her
bug-eyed slecve dog; and other hours with her collection of fans,
opening one after another, blowing out the dust, gazing at the
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paintings on them. Once she showed me some fans with double
folds—decorous peonies or peacocks if you opened them one way,
but if you swiveled the blades the other way there were pictures
of men and women who seemed to have taken lcave of all sense of
propriety, in various degrees of dishevelment, wrestling in strange
positions like wild street urchins; Big Madame giggled over these.
Often she was playful and tender with me and called me her sweet
child and fondled me in ways that made me blush ferociously, but
once I entered her chamber, the Pear Blossom Rest, on an errand,
thinking her in another courtyard, and found her lying on her
quilts weeping; when she saw me she started up and began to
scream at me, calling me a vile, mangy cat.

The master was tall, like many of the northern yellows, and
brilliant—at seventeen, in the Triennial Examinations, he had
rated second of all the candidates—and in his brilliance he was
cold and distant. Even his courtesies and gentlenesses were for-
mal, and his flickering sense of humor was, whether he knew it
or not, cruel. He played wailing music on a wooden flute at night,
and sometimes leaned for hours over a board of a chesslike game
called “surrounding pieces” with his friend the curio dealer P’an.
One night, summoned by Big Madame’s three jingles to the Pear
Blossom Rest, I accidentally saw Venerable Shen ready for bed—
an apparition. The front part of his crown was shaved, and in
back his queue was unbraided and a cascade of black hair fell
nearly to his waist; his long, curved fingernails against his pale
gray sleeping gown gave me gooseflesh. He was fatherly toward
me, and sometimes, manifesting his kindly feelings with a gesture,
he laid a hand on my arm, and I felt his claws of idleness on my
skin. Hooo! I was frightened by him. Under the yellows’ unfailing
courtesy and graceful motions lay a strain of implacability: Gull
told me that they punished disobedient slaves by breaking their
legs.

As I made rapid progress in the master’s language, I was hu-
miliated by his explanations to me of simple things, so over-patient
and obvious. We had an Arizonan proverb, that a man ought not
to try to show a child the sky.

Very grand was Venerable Shen; among the four classes of men
—scholars, farmers, workmen, and merchants—he was undoubt-
edly at the summit of the highest, and there seemed to be an air
of elegance in his mansion, and it was not until much later that
I began to see the Shens as being rather seedy. Venerable Shen’s
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paternal great-grandfather had been a Marquis, but in the yellows’
nobility there was a descending succession of aristocracy, each
eldest son ranking lower than his father; first-order titles had
passed out of the Shen family. Their money was being wasted on
clinging to what was left. Six slaves were not many; a curio dealer
for a bosom friend!

Strange family life! At home in Arizona our village had seethed
with active doings—chores for all, tales or games in idle hours.
Here were three Shens and six slaves in a prolonged hush. Big
Venerable and Big Madame and Big Young Venerable nodded,
bowed, pressed their folded hands together. Some evenings the
master would sit in the Peony Study and recite for his son the
poems of Li Po, Tu Fu, and Po Chii-i, but the boy would fidget, and
the readings often broke up with stiff lectures on etiquette.

The moment the master took off in his green sedan chair for
work in the mornings, with all four of his male slaves on the
shafts, even creaking Old Bow—at that moment the etiquette
seemed to trickle out of Big Young Venerable like a bladderful of
urine. Sometimes in a temper this urchin, in appalling breaches
of the code of submissiveness, lifted his fist and struck his mother,
who rewarded him for his blows with tearful hugs. Toward
us slaves, he was like a coyote pup, skulking at the edge of
cover, just out of reach, ragging us with nasty noises. He would
lurk in doorways and jump out at me, and I would nearly die of
fright.

The queerest sensation I had in that houschold was the feeling
of not being there. When the three Shens were eating together at
their low table, and especially when there were guests, the yellow
people did not just ignore me as I served; they were simply not
aware of my existence. They talked as if I were a screen panel.
More than once they discussed me while I moved about the room,
as if servitude and whiteness were deafness and dumbness. Had
I been less unnerved, I might have heard, when the subject
changed, incautious words.

The leaves slipped off the trees, and for many days rain fell, not
a hearty spattering downpour on thirsty crops but a mizzling
dampness that descended like choking wet smoke. I kept up an
outward cheerfulness, thanks to fat Gull’s example, but deep in
my chest there lay a swamp, as if all the weeping drizzle of the
yellow man’s eleventh month had drained and settled there in the
form of pure liquid sorrow.
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(( Clapper and Rod

On Hata Gate Street, one afternoon, Gull and I heard a
handbell ringing, and then we saw Wu’'s Nose, my childhood hero
Gabriel now gone so fierce, tied to the tail of a donkey cart, bare
to the waist, with livid wales across his back, accompanied by two
yellow officers—a bell-ringer and a beater; Gull told me that this
procession would stop at every corner along the street and the two
men would give Nose strokes of bell clapper and bamboo rod.
Neither of us wanted to see a stop, and we ran into a side alley.

Panting, Gull said she had heard that Nose had been caught
stealing a length of Shantung silk. “This is not the first time,” she
said.

“How did you hear about it?”

“Moon Pot told me.”

“Why did he do it?”

“He did it,” Gull said, “just to do it.” I had a queer feeling that
she was praising him for his crime, but she turned on me with a
stern expression and said, “If you steal, you'll follow the cart, too.”

That night I was so homesick I had to bite the rotten straw
matting on which I lay, to keep from sobbing. I remembered the
cods on the cottonwood trees at home, nutlike globes that would
burst open when ripe and suspend on the wind a whole bird flock
of sunny white down. And then I imagined, as clearly as if the
sun itself had intruded into our dark, stale-smelling room, Ga-
briel’s slow, serene walk across the compound, his jeans closely
encasing his moving thighs. He was coming toward me. His arms
were spread wide.

{{ Universal Yellowness

The mistress heaped clothing on me, and still I shook—
with incredulity, fear, and chills.

Then one day a weird yellow cloud, as tall as a desert thunder-
head, came down across a spotless blue sky from the northwest,
and, just as Gull had threatened that one would, a three-day Gobi
Desert dust storm descended on us. The wind blew, a dry yellow
fog enveloped us, and dust—my enemy in the mansion—drifted
into all the rooms, like mountain snow, under sills, through door
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cracks, penetrating the solid roof, it seemed, until we coughed
with breathing the fine stuff, and it gritted in our teeth, and it
scratched at our eyeballs.

Big Madame was upset: such storms usually came in the spring.
This untimely visitation from the sky was, she said, an evil augury.
A report came that at the height of the dirty blizzard the Dragon
Countenance Himself had gone in secret to the Temple of Heaven
to pray the evil away.

I wanted to go to my brick bed in our slave quarters and bury
my head in cloth. The whole world yellow! Yellow to me was the
color of terror, cannibalism, sailors leering at weak nakedness,
goat faces, little snarling Young Venerable behind a door, the
master in his gray gown with his hair loosened at night. This end-
less swirling gaseous cloud, seeming to challenge me, the poor
duster of the Shens’ mansion, to clean the whole sky, poured its
dry issue on us until the ground was covered, the streets were
drifted, the roofs were capped, the black bones of the trees were
aged with dust.

On certain mornings Big Madame had the habit of going to
worship at the Cypress Grove Temple, in the northern sector of
the Tartar City, not far from the Drum Tower; she rode there in
Venerable’s chair, carried by two rather than four slaves, for she
was a personage of less worldly importance than her husband, and
she liked to have me run along behind, to fuss over her at starts
and stops, to handle her wolfskin lap robe, to pick up her fan if
she dropped it, smooth her cloak, spread her shawl. I soon under-
stood that Big Madame Shen took me not because she needed my
services but because my presence proved she had a white hand-
maid. Thus by her helplessness she showed her power.

The morning the dust storm cleared she summoned me from
my hopeless task of cleaning the house to dress her for the temple.
She wanted to help pray off the bad luck the storm had brought.
I wrapped myself in one of her castoff cloaks and presented myself
at the front gate for departure. Poor Old Bow, whose joints ached,
was between the front shafts of the chair, and ineffectual Bean
was behind, and when we started Bow jogged along, in a ragged
Manchurian fur cap with side flaps bouncing against his head like
a dog’s ears, and he sang out for gangway to whatever blocked our
way, and with every shout he seemed to breathe out a great puff
from his brass-bowled pipe—though of course he was not smok-
ing. I, running behind the vehicle, saw that my own breath con-
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densed the same way; it was bitterly cold. I padded along in the
universal yellowness of dust. There had never been anything like
this in Arizona.

Tingling we reached the temple. It seemed that the mistress
expected us to wait an hour for her at the sedan chair. My finger-
tips felt numb, and my ears burned with the cold. “Sit in the
footwell of the chair and bundle up in the wolfskin, my child,”
she said with Confucian sweetness which did not warm me.

Once the mistress was gone, we heard in the street the snorting
and stamping, muffled in Gobi dust, of horses in the traces of
carriages that had brought noble and rich worshippers, and the
shaking of harness bells, and the sneezing of sedan bearers. Bow
said to me, “Go to Chao-er’s. Fourth house on that lane toward the
tower.” He pointed. “Other smalls will be there.”

“And you?”

“I have to stay with the Flying Commode,” he said. This was his
name for the green-trimmed sedan chair. Big Madame defecated
in a close stool at home, which it was Bow’s honor to empty after
her every performance; it looked like the housing of the sedan,
which Bow sarcastically thought of as her mobile toilet seat. He
loathed having to carry it, yet he loved it, too, as a beautiful object
that was under his charge. From a compartment in the rear under
the passenger’s seat he got out some linseed oil and brass polish
to touch up the arabesques of fine bamboos and the shaft ends
with wrought-brass tiger heads. “Go along, girl. It's warm in there.
There'll be pigs and sows there. Take her along to Chao-er’s,
Bean.”

1 was timidly willing to go. I knew that Chao-er’s tavern near
the Drum Tower was a place where men slaves stole half hours
when they were supposed to be running errands, and where some
of the more daring women slaves also went on sacrifice days to
pass the time while their mistresses worshipped at the Cypress
Grove Temple or the Great Lama Temple or the Temple of Con-
fucius, all nearby.

“Won’t you come with us, Old Bow?”

“Later. Go on.”

With silly Bean I ran into the lane, holding up the trouser legs
of my uniform, along packed ruts in the drifted dust, past the
cooper Chang’s, to a gate on which was painted a rooster perched
on a shoemaker’s last—for, as I knew, Chao-er hid his tavern
behind the pretense of being a mender of worn cloth shoes.
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The moment I pulled shut, behind me, the large door of the
high-roofed room in the main courtyard, I knew I had found some
sort of home. A large dark room, full of slaves, heavy low beams,
an acrid smell of charcoal smoke and pipesmoke and wine slops,
a crude billiard table and a crap table, loud shouts and hearty
laughs, cards and white hands slapping down; a feeling, at last,
of a raucous corner of an Arizona compound in twilight, after
work, after food, after a hot day. I knew no one, and no one knew
me, but groups drew me to them. I moved in a species of whirling
dance from one clump to another. Three yellow girls and an older
yellow woman were serving drinks to the whites, and I saw a slave
pat one of the yellow girls on her buttocks; she flipped a finger
under the white man’s chin. An arm hugged me, a deep voice
growled in my ear. I spun away. I heard, amid laughter, the word
“slanthead”—our secret name of contempt for the yellows. A taste
of spirits from a stranger’s rice-ware cup; I spat it out on the floor,
because it made me think of the vinegar on the ship. Peanuts were
cracking like a chorus of crickets. Old Bow came in; he stood alone
by the central iron brazier a few minutes, with a down look, and
then went back out to the Flying Commode.

I recognized some of the Drum Tower Boys, and once as I
passed their circle I thought I heard the name Nose spoken. I
leaned against a doorjamb near the men and listened.

“Which Nose is that?” (Quite a few slaves had that name; the
yellows thought our prominent Caucasian noses a splendid joke.)

“] mean Wu’s. The new man a few months ago. You know the
one I mean?”

“I know him.”

“Been beaten with the heavier bamboo.”

“Truth? Ayah!”

“He did a mad-ride. His Big Venerable caught him on a mad-
ride.”

I had heard of these “mad-rides.” Sometimes when slaves rode
their master’s carriage horses or mules bareback out to water them
at one of the ponds within the Tartar wall north of the Imperial
City, and back, they would gallop the horses fiercely through the
city streets to show their own courageous bad blood.

“That Nose—he’s all right. He’s purely ugly.”

“Small Wolf and him—did you hear about those two in a fight
over at Yang's tea water?”

“Which Wolf? You mean Shih’s Wolf?”
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“Yes, that’s the one.”

“Ayah. That newcomer fight him? He’s a bad one! Just bare-
knuckle? On a board? How did they fight?”

“He’s going to get cut,” a new voice said. “This Nose, helll get
sliced. Wolf has a fish knife.”

“No, no, no! Those two are soulmates now. Wolf loves a forward
man.”

I'leaned against the jamb listening to this, my heart pounding.
I ' wanted Nose to fight Wolf; I hoped Nose would be captain of all
the tavern boys. I was thrilled by his badness. I had a moment of
being tempted to swish my childish hips out to these roughs and
tell them that Nose was from my village, and that I had a hot
heart, too. I was giddy on the fumes and shouts in the tavern. . . .
But I sucked my lip and moved on.

A slave in a shabby castoff Tartar greatcoat lined with fleece,
with a cloth wound round his head and under his chin, stood in
the door and shouted, “Ch’ien, Wei, Wang, Sun, Hsii, Shen, Lin,
Feng—all out!”

I knew that this meant that my mistress, among others, was
about to leave the temple; this man had evidently been a lookout.
Bean and several other slaves hurried with me back to the sedan
chairs and carriages. I wrapped myself in the wolfskin. Old Bow
looked half dead with cold.

({ At the Tavern

The giddiness persisted, and my mistress praised me
twice that day for being a willing girl.

That night I lay a long time on the edge of sleep, whirling in my
mind from group to group in the smoky tavern. Bow had lit a brief
fire of chips in the oven under my brick bed, but I felt the warmth
ebb quickly out of the hard surface. Gull was breathing her deep-
sleep draughts, broken by sighs that seemed to vent all the misery
her ample daytime cheerfulness masked.

Suddenly I was sitting straight up, shivering. I had heard in my
ear once again the deep male growl—the sharp sand of a man’s
ill-shaved face against my cheek, a metal-band arm around my
waist—from which I had spun away with a high laugh at the
tavern. Now the words of that growl had come really through to
me, I suppose, for the first time.
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The voice had said, “Come over here some night, girl! When big
master snores. We could play a game, eh?”

I was so excited I wakened Gull. I knew that some nights she
had not come to our bedroom at all, and On Stilts and Cock were
often absent, too. Shaking her, lcaning over her, I whispered in her
ear, begging her to tell me how to sneak out at night.

“You cold, child?” she asked in a mumble, still three quarters
asleep.

But I shook her until her head was clear, and I asked her again
to tell me how to run out.

“Big Venerable Shen will kill you,” she said. “If you run out,
he'll kill you.”

I teased her to tell me. She pretended to fall back asleep, but I
would not let her be, and I pleaded, and finally she told me what
to do—quite gladly, I thought—and she said, “Getting used to the
city, eh?” She dropped off in her sigh-rocked sleep, then.

I delayed three nights, lacing up my courage and waiting for
a clouded sky.

In the end it seemed easy. We finished cleaning up, stretching
out our work until the Shens had retired. After Bean had locked
all three of the street gates with large beams held in place by
crude bronze locks, and had gone to bed and fallen at once into
his pathetic dog-sleep, with much smacking of dewlaps and run-
ning in his dreams, Gull filched the lock keys from his miserable
box of belongings at the head of his bed mat, right beside his ear,
and, going out with me, she showed me how to unlock and lift out
the beam of one of the side gates. We returned to our room. I
waited an hour in darkness. I heard a timekeeper’s gong in the
empty city streets: first quarter of the night. I cloaked myself and
wrapped rags around my feet, and I let myself out the gate and
pulled it shut. It did not matter to me—or to the other slaves who
sneaked out, it seemed—that robbers could then have walked
right into the mansion grounds.

The night was not as dark as I had hoped it would be. I ran
across the deserted city, slinking along close to the walls, and I
felt an alarming pressure of fear and ecstasy in the part of my
throat where shouts get their impetus. The punishment for slaves
being caught in the street after the Drum Tower’s curfew was
thirty strokes of the lighter bamboo on the bare back, even in
winter, in a public place; and sometimes exposure in a cangue for
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a full day. Perhaps the master would kill me. My feet flew. My
head cleared in the cold air. I saw no one. . ..

I'leaned back against the door of the tavern hall, panting. The
place seemed the same, yet not. Sounds—for safety at night—
were subdued. Even the cracking of peanuts came in whispers. I
was sharply let down. For a moment I was not at all sure whether
I was child or woman.

A tall yellow man in a plain dun gown with an odd triangular
mantis face on a stem neck, and thin shoulders, and an astonish-
ing bump of belly like a slight-boned woman’s pregnancy, came
toward me, and I thought I was in trouble and I wanted to run
home. But he was humble, stooping, soft-voiced, and he held his
fists together in the yellows’ gesture of appeasement, and he of-
fered to bundle up my cloak and foot rags and place them on a
shelf where I could find them later. He bowed to me and, with a
look of one desperately eager to please, he remarked that I was “a
new one.” Who was my master?

I would not answer; my master was a potential killer, and I
shook with fear in the presence of a yellow man who put on meek-
ness and tried to spy out my owner’s name.

The man said he was Chao-er, the cobbler, ha-ha. And he backed
away.

Then I saw Nose, and I knew that the tavern was going to be
home again, after all, but I did not go toward him. He was gam-
bling over bamboo dominoes. Divination! What was his fate?
What was poor mine? I moved with a cat’s caution around the
edges of the room.

Shih’s Wolf, on a stool, had a yellow woman, whose slit gown
of sky-blue silk showed half her thigh, sitting on his lap, and his
hands swooped and fluttered around the girl’s body as if they were
swallows on the wing for a meal at dusk.

This was Nose’s new friend, swilling a rancid brew the tavern
served, made from millet and mixed with pigeon droppings to give
it body.

I was asked to join a party. An old man slave was in this hushed
carousal, Fang’s Old Hammer, and he was foolishly drunk, but no
matter how silly his words, the others showed him the gentleness
and respect that was due the slave who would be soonest among
us to die.

I was served a bowl of unheated Shao-hsing, a mild wine, under
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a surly impudent look, by one of the three yellow “foxes,” as we
called whores, whom I had seen on my first visit to Chao-er’s, this
one thickset and short, with high-colored cheeks but an unwashed
look, and black hair in oily seaweed strings, and a grease-spotted
plain blue gown. I banged a coin Gull had given me onto her
wooden tray. I learned in due course that she was Cassia Cloud, a
girl indentured to the tavern-keeper for four years at a low rate
because she had been caught slitting purses in the marketplace in
Tungchow. This stocky girl was said to be forward, saucy, bitter,
and boring.

The yellow girl our people hated least was Peach Fragrance—a
slave pointed her out to me, “over there sitting on what Wolf is
proudest of’—for she was said to be open, freehanded, and kind,
but deceitful.

There were, besides, two other slanthead women: Chao-er’s
wife, who was white-haired, with a face like an empty spoon, and
his daughter Silver Phoenix, a timid, small, simpering girl. These
two only cared about the tavern’s money, I was told.

A slave urged me not to worry myself over cobbler Chao-er.
That man was as soft as the down in one of our masters’ quilts.

“If you tell that fellow he has a good heart,” another white said,
“he’ll give you his house.”

But, I thought, all the same, he’s one of them.

I forced myself to drink the wine. It was cold. I had heard
Venerable say one evening, “Wine is hot-souled. If you drink it
cold, it will not evaporate from your body, and it will suck the vital
warmth out of your organs.” But we whites could not abide hot
wine.

Nose’s gambling came to an end, and carrying my wine bowl I
joined his circle, with some of the Drum Tower Boys, named Fish
Bait, Cabbage, Quack, and Fortune, and their white girls. Nose
did not bother to look at me. He had developed a hoarse way of
speaking. He was in a fine close-bodied slave coat of red felt piped
with black silk; even in winter his calves and feet were bare, at
least indoors. He could not move without seeming to swagger.

Various men told stories—bragged of fights, or sneered at their
masters’ foibles, or laughed down scrapes with women. Nose was
loud, boastful, and thick-tongued.

I noticed that Wolf and Peach Fragrance went into one of sev-
eral rooms across the courtyard, and later another slave named
Card crossed to one of the rooms with the thickset waitress, Cassia
Cloud.
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Someone said, “Card will be sorry.”

Another man said, “Ayah, she’ll wrench it off him.”

The crack of balls on the billiard table, the subdued dares of
men shooting craps, the banging down of wine bowls. . . .

Nose boastfully recounted for his friends the execution of the
great Mort Blain on the net boom of the East Garden; he did not
mention the small part I had had in the hopeless mutiny. I could
see that Nose already had a definite place among the toughs.

Rather soon the slave Card and stumpy Cassia Cloud came back
across the courtyard. She was hotly rebuking the man, and he
backed off, trying to quiet her. The tirade was not about money;
we could hear that money was not in question. She stormed off to
the kitchens. Card joined our group, settling down with an osten-
tatious wrinkling of his nostrils, as if he had smelled a bad odor.
No one spoke to him, even in jest, because, as we had used to say
in Arizona, when the hunter comes down from the hills carrying
pinyon nuts, no one asks him for news of his hunting.

Someone plucked a muffled chord on a two-stringed instrument
with a long pegged neck, like a guitar’s, and a round body faced
with snakeskin. Suddenly the man was playing “The Way You
Look Tonight.” I jumped to my feet, my heart pounding. My mind
was full of rushing thoughts of a Halloween dance at the com-
munity center, back home, and then I thought of our gang’s dis-
figuring village windows, late that witches’ night, with pieces of
soap, and being caught by one of our two village policemen, Offi-
cer Collard—and his earnest, heavy lecture on order and respect
for property which made us children titter. And now, while the
strummed music grew faster and faster, I became angry at Big
Madame Shen’s maddening talk of the virtues and proprietics—
respect for the authority of all who were older, more elevated,
more learned; prudence, fastidiousness, and abhorrence of rough-
ness and cruelty; reverence for the past and for great exemplars
of wisdom and moral rectitude; never-swerving sweetness to
others. Only a master or a mistress, one who possessed the souls
of others, could mouth such precepts and turn them to such
shameless uses. What double meanings our life had! What could
save one could kill another; nourish one, poison another; comfort,
pierce; embolden, set to panic flight. This outlaw night in the
tavern was neither good nor bad; it teemed with doubtful, am-
biguous glimpses, pictures of frailty and hopeless hope—which
the galloping, twanging notes of the fiddle, now in a fierce rhythm,
had somehow set spinning around the room. I wondered if I was
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drunk. The next thing I clearly knew was that the fiddler was play-
ing one of the yellows’ “sprout songs,” at a slower pace, and Nose
was going through a besotted pantomime. He made a fairly
straight progress across the room: one heel out and up again, a
hand swinging low, pinched fingers snapping open, the same foot
arching high and its ball pushed rapidly down; then all with the
other foot and hand. Yes, planting! Planting corn! Nose was drop-
ping seeds in heel marks in the furrowed ground and covering
them with swipes of his toes, as I had often seen him and others
do at home. I was filled with a stabbing delight of an order I had
never felt. In his bitter pain and maudlin drunkenness Nose was
using his mute body to speak of home to me alone in all the world.

( The Emperor’s Reception

I recovered some of my boldness. The mistress gave me
a worn-out gown of pale-green silk with a repeated pattern of the
formalized character fu, meaning “good fortune,” which after
some patching I wore during off hours, and I walked in it as if
balancing a bowl on my head; my body was straight and the
pretty sheath clung to my moving hips—but to my disgust I
realized I had begun to imitate the elegant hobbling walk of rich
yellow ladies with bound feet. I stopped that. I caught up my hair
in multiple braids, which I fastened with throwaway ends of
satin bindings that a seamstress making undergowns for the
mistress had strewn on the floor. I did the work commanded of
me, and well enough, but I learned how to stretch it out, too,
and how to dissimulate. Once in a temper in the kitchen I dropped
and broke a platter with a willow so subtly painted on the china
that its long locks actually seemed to stir in breezes under the
glaze, and my mistress, who valued this piece, swooped on me,
and I pretended horror at my “carelessness,” and feigned fear
(which to some extent, indeed, I felt), and my trumped-up
contrition was enough to make me laugh.
I found ways of getting around the town, and more than once
to Chao-er’s; errands took time, after all.
One afternoon Big Madame Shen rang for me and ordered
me to bring her some buckets of hot water, and to help her bathe
and dress for a reception that the Dragon Countenance Himself
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was to give that evening. . . . Her skin was a day-lily yellow,
dotted with tiny goose pimples, and her breasts were soft. She
sat in a teakwood tub and I bathed her, pouring dippers of water
over her. It was my task, next, to stir into one of the buckets a
great globe of elephant’s dung, bought at a fantastic price from
the Annamese keepers of the palace-guarding elephants, and to
strain off the water, and to wash my mistress’s hair with it. This
was said to give black hair a brilliant gloss. I dried her and hung
a satin undergown on her stubby nudity, and for an hour we
dabbed, tugged, combed, patted, and smoothed, and when she
was finally encased in a heavily embroidered court robe she was
a middling sight. All through her dressing she ncrvously re-
hearsed the ritual kowtows and backings and bendings that she
had been taught, in preparation for this event, during several
visits to the Board of State Ceremonies.

At the spirit screen, upon departure, she said she wanted Bow
and Gull to come and look at her; they over-exclaimed. She told
me to wait up to help her prepare for bed.

The master smelled to the tips of the curving roofs with some
smoky scent he was drenched in; he whirled around twice in
front of his whites, enormously pleased with his appearance. He
was so excited! Over a purple silk dress he wore a fur robe of sea-
otter skin trimmed with ermine cuffs, and his Tartar hat had
ermine ear flaps, and he had two waist-length chains around his
neck, one of large amber beads, the other of red coral, from each
of which was suspended a carved jade pendant. He was shod
in new black-satin boots. What a jay!

The couple left in a rented carriage.

Later, when the other slaves had retired to our miserable bed-
room, I went back to the Pear Blossom Rest to wait for Big
Madame. All around me were the yellow woman’s treasures. On
her dressing table I straightened, with a growing agitation, the
uproar of scent vials, paste pots, boxes of fingernail guards, jars
of pomatum, pincushions in the shape of fat tigers, bowls of
rouge, dishes of powder, mortars of unguents, cakes of washes,
canisters of elephant dung, and small plates and spatulas for
mixing and attaching all the touches of yellow-skin illusion.
Then, trembling, I began an aimless rummaging on her shelves
and in her drawers—put my coarse white hands on bone and
coco-stick fans, on silk butterfly knots, on laced breast-and-belly
aprons of the sort she used for modesty during intercourse, on
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silk shawls and none-so-pretties, cauls and veils, tippets and
liripipes and lap robes. I was in a kind of rage. I threw open the
inlaid doors of her two great armoires, and suddenly I tore my
clothes off to my bare slave body as it had traveled across the
ocean in Big Number One’s vomit-stinking slave ship, and I
dressed myself in one after another of this horrible Shen woman’s
Shantungs, satins, pongees, habutais, tricots, lutestrings, sar-
senets, damasks, paduasoys, alamodes, calamancoes, ducapes,
poplins, soofeys, charkhanas, atchabanas, allapeenos. . . . In
each transformation I paraded back and forth before Nose’s
imagined eyes: he lay sprawled on the bed in an otter gown
smelling to the borders of the province of smoky scent. . . .

Big Madame shook my shoulder. I started up in alarm. I saw
that I had been sleeping on the floor curled up around the warmth
of the mistress’s brass handwarmer, in which charcoals were
dying away. I jumped to my feet and with a flood of relief saw
that before I had dropped off to sleep I had got back into my
slave uniform, and that all was put away, all the inlaid doors
were shut.

She babbled about the incursion into the Forbidden City. Her
eyes gave back the lantern glints that they had imbibed in the
Hall of Supreme Harmony all evening. She was truly happy, and
her heart was uncomfortably hot. She embraced me when she
was nearly naked.

“White Lotus, my child,” she excitedly said, “our Big Venerable
was given the honor of drinking a bowl of wine face to face with
the Second Grand Secretary and the President of the Board of
Punishments. He stood less than an arrow’s flight from the
Dragon Countenance. You would have been proud of him!”—
and she seemed to be granting me a right to such an unlikely
pride.

Soon this selfsame drinker appeared, in a long pearl-silk
sleeping gown, with his hair down, and he was rather abrupt.
“Send the girl away,” he said. He evidently wanted to enter the
Pear Blossom Rest and exercise his rights. A certain imperious-
ness had rubbed off on him during the evening: he looked to
me like a gopher who had lost his mind and thought he was a
mountain lion. Fighting giggles, I ran out.
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(| A Small, Dark Room

I lived for stolen hours, half hours, quarter hours, in
the reeking tavern near the Drum Tower, for it seemed that the
double-planked door of Chao-er’s courtyard was strong enough
to hold off the baleful, slave-nipping evil spirits with which every
object in the yellow man’s world appeared to be animated. Even
the yellows who passed through that door seemed to shed, as
they entered, these devils, elves, witch breaths. Lanky Chao-er,
with his round gluttony affixed to his abdomen like a kitten
clinging to a thin tree trunk, was a softhearted man, eager to
please even us. He wanted especially to be thought a brave jack
by our ruffians, Shih’s Wolf, Ch’en’s Fish Bait, and yes, Wu’s Nose.
How the checker stones cracked on the board when this senti-
mental man captured an opponent’s piece! His wife’s function
was to test whether coins were counterfeit by clinking them
against true metal; beyond that she was nothing. The three
yellow “foxes” in the tavern slept with white men for money—
how could they be dangerous? Other yellows, worthless men and
girls, joined the slaves from time to time; one Yii-li for instance,
a slight, short, witty man, a professor of ritual swordplay, who
kept saying that he loved to watch our men box and our women
shell and eat peanuts, that he loved our innocent childish hearts
and the way we moved. We wondered what he was really after.

We sat and talked, during one of these stolen hours on a cer-
tain afternoon, of the unusual severity of that winter in the capi-
tal. I asked a man, Tu’s Sheep, if there would ever be an end to
the iron cold, and he just banged me on the shoulder blades and
laughed. There was famine in the outlying country. Chao-er
said that wild dogs—the great lean long-haired creatures of
which I was so terrified, huang-kou, or “wonks,” as we called
them—were running in packs in the frozen streets of the Tartar
City, charging at chaise horses in broad daylight, and in the
countryside these wonks were killing goats and chickens for a
few minutes’ lapping of blood. An old yellow with pitted cheeks,
unpeeling the whites of his eyes, spoke of the way the pox had
run, just like these packs of dogs, at rich and poor alike during
the great plague, and had cut them down by thousands.

Wolf was there and, apparently stirred by the talk of wild
wonks, he dared to change the subject and to speak, straight into
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Chao-er’s teeth, of a slave in Tsinan, in Shantung Province, who
had burned his master’s house, and of several slaves on a ship
entering Tsingtao who had knifed the yellow sailors on the
lighter carrying them into the harbor, and of a slave called
Rocky who had collected a band of whites in Honan Province to
burn houses and kill yellows, and of the famous Hankow revolt.
Wolf stood as he hissed these subversive accounts and subtly
moved his hands and knees, as if he were boxing in the back of
his mind—but his eyes were righteous and severe. Yes, that was
it! The dissipated man spoke like a preacher. The tavern was
crowded with hints of our white God, and although nothing was
ever explicit or clear (if He came down, would He be Presby-
terian, Lutheran, Catholic, Baptist . . . ?), we were nonetheless
bathed there in something like hope. This hope we bolstered in
every way we could. We drew lucky shapes in chalk on the floor.
A cob of yellow maize tied to a rooster’s dried comb was hung
on a hook on the door.

My heart was thumping, and my mind fell, for some reason,
on San Pedro of Chaco Rico in his little birdhouse shrine at
home. . ..

Nose came in. He shook blown dust from his quilted outer
gown, blew on his hands, and came straight toward me. Perhaps
he saw the little porcelain patron of propagation crouching in
my eyes. He gave me a deep look and with a sudden single yelp
of exuberance he jerked his head toward the courtyard, and
when he turned to go I rose and followed him.

He led me across the courtyard into a small, dark room. He sat
on a kang and drew me, standing, close to him and buried his
head in my breast. When his face came up I could only see that
his eyes, though bloodshot and touchy, bloodshot, bloodshot, had
in them a flicker at least of his home self.

“I remember you, Gabe,” I said, in English, in our lovely flat
Arizona accents, with a stuttering rush of not knowing what to
say or do, “I remember you one day in the clay pits . . .”"—bare
to the waist, stretching every fiber of his broad back as he worked.
I meant to speak of the teasing way he had tossed bits of clay
at Agatha and me, but—

“Nol!” he said in the yellow’s language with an ugly grimace,
and he made a gesture of throwing that memory across the floor
of the dingy room.

I was afraid to say anything else. It appeared that Nose did
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not want to talk—or to wait. I felt a peremptory tug at a cloth
knot button in its loop at my throat, and as I stood still beside the
brick bed, where Nose sat, the layers dropped one by onec out of
his fingers, which began to pay me the compliment of trembling:
drab-colored padded winter gown, then the mistress’s old green
silk dress, a yellowish undergown ribbed with red, and another,
of plain and patched slave cloth, next to my childish skin. He
pulled me down. He drew a grimy quilted gown over us. I had
not the slightest thought of right or wrong; all that mattered was:
at last I was in a warm dark place in a cold yellow world. I said
in a voice that seemed not my own—and tried to laugh—that
Agatha and I had always been crazy about his bare shoulders.
He shuddered, I suppose with distaste at this stupid remark.
I knew in my too young heart that Nose would not be mine to
claim, that there would be no relationship, but with my cheek
I could feel the pounding, for the moment at least, of urgency
for me in the arteries in his throat.

( On Fire

I believed next day that I was on fire with happiness,
but it turned out to be a chest cold. I lay feverish on my unyield-
ing mats for scveral days, with a cough that gripped me by the
ankles and flung me like a whipthong against the wall. The
master and mistress did not come into the slave quarters to see
me; they sent word by Gull that they would have visited me but
for the fear of carrying my contagion to Big Young Venerable,
who was said to have delicate lungs in his body, which was in
fact as rank and indestructible as a buzzard’s. I gathered, how-
ever, that the master, though distant, was deeply concerned.
After all, he had gambled a silver ingot on my surviving my first
winter in the capital. He sent me a packet of ginseng and
powdered deer antler to take with green tea to relieve my conges-
tion. Gull took troubles for me that made me weep: Scouring the
town to find what I needed, she made stews—of millet meal and
pork, of chicken and rice—which were like home food and
which, melting on my tongue, took me out of that drafty room
into the full sunlight of my family compound at the hot heart of
the dry season, with dust rising as Agatha and I ran in circles
playing at owl and swallow.
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{ The Swearing

I was at work again, though not yet quite well—for the
mistress was willing to endanger Young Venerable with my per-
sistent barking because the house was falling down, as she put
it, from neglect—when word came to our kitchen by the swift
chain of whispers of the slave community that a white woman,
Ma’s Flax-head, had been horsed: driven around the icy streets
of the city in a cart in which there stood a small wooden horse
upon which Flax-head had been saddled to bring her public
shame. This was a tour that was supposed to cure wanton yellow
girls of whoring. Flax-head was the first white woman anyone
could remember having been horsed. It seemed that Big Vener-
able Ma, trying to rouse one of his three slaves late at night to
build a slack fire in his k’ang, had burst into their quarters and
had found his slave boy Cricket mounted on his slave woman
Flax-head without sanction of slave marriage—without, that is
to say, the master’s permission to couple.

Up to that time, news of a slave’s punishment had inclined
most of us to a short course of prudence, to a few days of sheep-
ish industry and humility which infuriated us in the very mo-
ments when we displayed them, but for some reason the news
of what had happened to Ma’s Flax-head set up among us at the
Shens’, and among the Shihs’ and the Changs’ and other neigh-
bors’ slaves, a kind of giddiness and irresponsibility, a tendency
to laugh too loud, to slur our manners before our masters, to act
oafish, stupid, and clumsy.

I reckiessly sneaked out to Chao-er’s that very night.

It seemed to me that the smoky rooms were charged with
excitement, perhaps on account of Flax-head’s horsing, as if the
whole crowd in the tavern were keyed up in some massive game
of chance. I made my first skirting round. The slaves’ clothes
that night (the beholder’s eye was like that of someone who had
just stepped out into full sunlight, I confess) seemed bizarre,
brighter than usual, splashed with declarative colors. Chao-er
was tipsy. Yes, Nose was there—in a purple-trimmed suiting, his
many braids tied up with gold ribbon. Wolf, Fish Bait, Card were
there; and meaching-yellow Yii-li, the professor of swordplay.

At the door of the room where the table for the game like
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billiards stood, I saw—gaunt, red-eyed, with the crushed look of
a lemon rind, all the tart juice squeezed away—the woman who
had been like a mother to me, Kathy, now Old Pearl.

Then she saw me, and she whooped so that heads turned all
through the room and the man about to shoot rapped his cue
butt furiously on the floor, and she ran to me, and I to her, and
we hugged and swayed.

We went in a corner and talked in English in our beautiful
Arizona tones.

How different this Pearl was from the Mrs. Kathy Blaw she
had been! That one whoop of recognition was all she contained.

“They call you White Lotus?” she said, soggy with cheap wine,
shaking her head.

I felt I must try to cheer her up. “Did you see Nose? See those
bows in his crazy hair?”

“Ftoo!” She waved away all that with a flap of her slender hand
riding down the spitting sound. “Lotus, I have a master. Big
Venerable Kao.” She stretched out the name and spoke it with
a horrible rasp, and then she coughed. I coughed badly enough;
Pear] had a rattlesnake in her throat.

He was a carpenter. He had no woman. His woman had died.
He was bitter. He cursed all day. Today he threw a board end—
and Old Pearl put a hand on her hip and grimaced in tribute to
his aim.

Pearl’s sadness, her helplessness, her lack of touch with me, or
anyone, or anything, were so profound that I wondered to what
hardpan depths all the wisdom of her numberless tales had
leached.

I took her with me around the crowded rooms, in which I could
feel an atmosphere of belligerency, muffled like the chatter that
other night, discreet where the yellows were concerned but none-
theless palpable. Men bumped each other in passing and took
offense, arguments climbed to the shouting stage, bets were heart-
felt, and the old man, Fang’s Old Hammer, drunk again, cursed
Chao-er to his face over some trivial brush. Some jack tweaked
Cassia Cloud, the stocky bad-tempered waitress, through her
gown as she passed, and being as usual out of humor she let
fly with a wine-slop rag across the slave’s cheek, and no one
laughed.

The Drum Tower Boys were blustering, and when Pearl and I
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moved to the edge of their circle, Nose, his eyes refusing to scurry
for safety to his two villagers, suddenly began a queer tale of his
first hunt at home.

. . . the older hunters took him up Chaco Rico for mountain
lion, and at night by the fire he cleaned his gun, and in the mom-
ing, at the first weeping of doves, he cooked pancakes for the
older men. Boss Carboot led the men out and placed them along
a ravine, and they waited. A huge Mexican jaguar presently came
under the crag where the boy Gabe was stationed, and he let fly,
hitting the lithe animal’s shoulder, and the animal leaped, fell,
and died. Just as the boy shouted for Boss Carboot to come and
truss the carcass, the hole of the wound suddenly grew larger, and
a pocket gopher jumped out from within and ran away, and then
another, and many more, and as each gopher escaped from the
hide the corpse grew smaller, until, with the arrival of Boss Car-
boot, all that was left was the body of a thin, mangy goat.

Ch’en’s Fish Bait, perhaps believing Nose had meant the story
to be funny, did not laugh but scoffed, pushing a large rejecting
hand toward Nose’s face.

Nose sprang to his feet, his eyes wide, his teeth biting at oaths,
wanting to go at Fish Bait’s throat in earnest.

Others settled Nose down, but there was anger on both sides.

Wolf had a dozen bowls of a rotgut liquor, baigar, in him, and
with Peach Fragrance beside him he began to mimic his master,
the grain merchant Shih. No one knows a man so well as his
slave. Wolf stood and in elaborate caricature showed us the
prudish, straight-laced, thin-lipped man measuring out millet
from from a storage box with a metal scoop, adjusting the balance
weights on some scales with over-delicate finger flicks, greedily
totting the price on an abacus, then bending over to make fast
the bag, with his buttocks wiggling in the most expressive way.
The performance was vividly comical, but—would he, like Nose,
leap at the windpipe of a disbeliever? —no one laughed.

Suddenly the whole room was silent. A tall, slender slave wo-
man was standing ghostlike in the doorway—Ma’s Flax-head,
the one who had had to ride the wooden horse. She was a new one
at the tavern. She was said to be young; it would have been hard
to tell. She had an odd tace, all pushed forward at the lips and
chin; we looked at her in silent fury, the personification of all our
angers at our masters. She walked gracefully across the room to
some friends, determined now to lose herself in sweet ruination.
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Some clapping started up, and in one of the rooms there was
boxing out of grudges by pairs of men. Two white girls got in a
slapping scuffle. Nose went across the courtyard with some slave
woman, and although I had known this would happen to me some-
time, I was blindly furious. Old Pearl, quite drunk, grew ferocious
in the way that had used to frighten me. Someonc had a piece
of chalk and drew a circle on the brick floor in one of the rooms;
no one would go near it. A yellow diviner was throwing dried
beans against a wall. Nose came back looking mean. It seemed
to me that the whole room shook with rage.

After a few minutes Nose called with hoarse shouts for silence.
He had a hand on Chao-er’s shoulder, and the white man and
the yellow man were standing beside the chalk circle. Several of
the Drum Tower Boys were in a ring around it. Y{-li, the little
swordmaster, was flitting at the outskirts like a gnat. Not a slave
dared whisper.

Fish Bait, Wolf, and a slave named Unicorn each placed his
left foot in the circle. Chao-er, in a pompous, thick-tongued voice,
with sparkling eyes in his triangular face, which was purple with
wine and agonized good will, said, “Do you swear, when the For-
bidden City has been burnt, to set fire to your masters’ houses
and kill all the yellow people who come to see the fires? Do you
swear it?”

The three slaves stamped their feet and bowed their heads. Nose
annointed each man’s plaited hair with a few drops of wine.

Now, as if ungagged, everyone began to giggle. The weird pair
of drunk priests, one yellow, one white, ranged others around the
chalk circle and swore them in, and little Yii-li ran back and
forth to the kitchen, supplying Shao-hsing for the dousings. Soon
we were all Jaughing; the tension was flowing out of us. This
was a lark. What an incredible scene: the whole town in flames,
the yellows in panic, the slaves turning into masters!

We howled when Fish Bait and Nose pushed dignified Lapdog
(Gabe shoving our irreproachable Mayor Jencks!) to the edge of
the dangerous circle, and Nose and Chao-er made this man, who
had a towering character among the yellows for fawning on them,
swear to burn their homes and kill their persons.

Eventually even I, my shoulders shaking with laughter inter-
mixed with coughs, swore to burn and kill, and helpless Pearl,
weeping with soggy laughter, swore at my side.

Our oath to act stood surrogate for the violence; as soon as we
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were sworn we felt as if we had already done what we had con-
tracted to do. We were masters and mistresses now. The rooms
rang with our happiness.

Then we heard Nose announce in the yellows” language: “When
we are done, I will be Emperor and Chao-er will be Generalissimo
of the Armies. We'll make a new Forbidden City for Emperor Nose
and General Chao-er.”

But it seemed that mild cobbler Chao-er wanted to be Emperor,
not General. We began by laughing at the argument that arose
between the men, but the laughter quickly died out. Nose’s hoarse
voice and Chao-er’s tenor cries were deadly serious.

Chao-er almost shrieked, “No, you son of a turtle! I'll be Em-
peror, Nose. I am the yellow man here.”

Someone, having to run home, had opened the tavern door.
Icy air flowed around our ankles. The door slammed.

([ Nose Climbs a Wall

Gull's counter to the master’s power was to make acci-
dental noises. In the kitchen, bowls leaped from her hand and
shattered on the floor as if inspirited by her touch, pans banged,
the pothook clattered, the poker drummed on iron kettles. She
never looked angry, she laughed and hummed, but some days it
seemed as if the master’s house would collapse around his ears
from her catastrophic clumsiness.

It was one of the yellows’ religious holidays. We had had a
thaw; the day was foggy. My cough persisted, and I sat hugging
myself by the oven as Gull tried to teach me the yellows’ calendar,
with its animal years and local five-day market weeks, profoundly
confusing, frightening, and depressing to me.

I said I thought I would run over to Chao-er’s.

Gull said I was going there too much.

I had a coughing fit, and finally managed to ask why too much.

Gull was a cautious woman. To tell the truth, I had begun to
despise her, for it seemed to me that she was finished with life;
resignation clung to her like a layer of fat. She did not know she
banged the pots. . . . She said the mistress was commenting on
how long it took me to run errands.

I coughed until there was a knife in my chest; then, feeling
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very low, I bundled myself and went out. The streets were muddy.
I was suddenly in a panic about the dislocation of time that I felt
the yellows’ calendar entailed. Was I swept up in it? Would I
evaporate like the two days from the week?

There was a queer still air in the tavern; only half a dozen
whites were there, and I sensed that whispers were in order.

Stocky Cassia Cloud decided to befriend me, or perhaps to try
me out. She beckoned me into the room with the crap table, where
we were alone, and pressing down her chunky hands on the edge
of the table, she leaned her unhappy face, whose once golden
complexion had gone doughy and erupted into ranges of livid
pimples, over the baize surface at me, and she spoke in a hoarse
whisper. “Chieh-chieh,” she said, calling me, with obvious sar-
casm, her old sister, “you are a friend of Nose, yes or no?”

I hesitated. I supposed Cassia Cloud’s eyes saw everything in
the tavern; that she had seen Nose lead me across the courtyard
that time.

“You are a good girl, Chich-chieh,” she said, in an affectionate
tone that put me on guard. “You have the air of a guest.”

I felt I had to say something hostile, but what came out was
petulant. “Nose takes care of himself.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “But perhaps he’s been trotting too fast
for one pair of legs. Perhaps he has tied himself to Wolf and some
of those other pigs with too tight a knot, huh? Ayah!” She leaned
a few inches closer to me. “Nose has robbed again. Yesterday in
the night. Ayah, the bastard. He climbed the rear wall and took
the things into Peach Fragrance’s room. I saw him there. I have
no grudge against Peach Fragrance. I carry wine to her to open
her eyes in the mornings. I carried the bowl in to her at dawn,
and I found Nose naked there.” Cassia Cloud’s pink tongue shot
out and back several times, like a lizard’s. “How he boasts! He
says, ‘Come here, Small Cassia Cloud'—he speaks to me as if I
were a dirty white sow—and he tosses me a piece of silver, and
he says, ‘Peach Fragrance,” he says to that drab, ‘Peach Fragrance,’
and waves a hand as elegant as a Big Venerable, ‘cut the girl
a gown from the cloth.” Ayah! I see this bolt of Honan linen on
the bed.”

Alarmed, I said, “You should be careful how you talk.”

Cassia Cloud said, “Maybe Nose should be careful how he acts,
yes or no?”
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“What do you want to say?”

“You know soldier Ch’en? From the guard at the Meridian Gate
of the Forbidden City who comes in here?”

I shook my head.

“You wouldn’t. Not a white, him, he’s a big flatnose—one of
us.” She laughed a deep-throated contemptuous gargle and
pounded herself on the chest. “I will tell you. This fellow, soldier
Ch’en, he played at dice with your Drum Tower Boys under the
tower, and he lost a trouserful, but he didn’t have it to pay. You
hear? So he told them how to rob Mother Feng’s shop and get
plenty. He had seen it there in a chest, these silver pieces. There is
a postern gate to the compound, never used, you hear, on Dried
Fish Hutung, a simple bolt, you hear, and if three-four went in
there to Mother Feng, some of them could keep her busy while one
of them sneaked off and slipped the bolt from the inside. Then they
could come back by night.”

Cassia Cloud scanned my eyes for anxiety. I tried to hide
everything,

“Which he did. Nose. With Wolf and those other hogs. You
hear what I want to say, small girl? Nose came over the wall
and slept with Peach Fragrance. He had nothing but cool air on
his bare behind, this morning.”

The lizard’s tongue peeped out quickly twice. The whisper grew
faint.

“You know what the bastard did? He gave the Honan linen to
Mother Chao-er. She’s keeping it for him. Behind the beam under
the eaves at the kitchen end. I tell you, small girll Old Chao-er,
he took the silver pieces to the storage room, he has this hole to
hide what those dirty white pigs forever steal, behind a cask,
covers it over with a flat stone there. Ayah, the pricks, those men!”

Whom did Cassia Cloud hate the most, I wondered: her in-
denture-master Chao-er the cobbler, or Nose surprised with no
clothes but complacent, or the man who had wrinkled his nostrils
over her charms, or the long procession of disappointed whore-
jumpers who must have preceded that one? “Those men!” I felt
a new pain in my chest. I wanted to go back to Gull.

But Cassia Cloud would not let me go. She took my forearm
in her callused hand. “Those devil bannermen were here an hour
ago,” she hissed. “Those devils know where to look.”

“How?” I asked.

“Cur flatnose, our soldier Ch’en. You hear? Mother Feng re-
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membered his eyes like two lanterns when he got a glimpse of
those silver bits in the chest there when she was making him
change there. They fetched him from the Meridian Gate, and he
says to them, ‘Small Wine Mouth, he did it Know who that is,
Chieh-chich?”

“Yes, mistress,” I said. I knew that this was a name Nose called
himself at the Drum Tower. All the men slaves had off-hour aliases
for the avoidance of trouble.

“Those devils came in here, and Nose sat in the stove corner
like a lazy big dog, and those devils went around. ‘Is there a pig
named Small Wine Mouth here?’ Nose—ai, he’s a cock, all right!
—he says, ‘I am Wu’s Nose,” he says. ‘All these people know me.
Wine Mouth, you say, big masters? I don’t know anyone called
Wine Mouth. Thank you, big masters,” he says. The devils walked
out of there!”

Cassia Cloud laughed again, but there was something besides
laughter in her eyes.

I was suddenly in a fury. “You bitch turtle, Cassia Cloud, leave
Nose alone,” I burst out. I thought she might tell the authorities
some story. Then suddenly I realized the danger I put myself in
by cursing this sullen girl, who was yellow even if indentured
and little better than a slave.

“Who wants to get that pig in trouble?” she said with an air
of innocence that covered a malicious delight she obviously felt
at my loss of control. “Not I, Chieh-chich!”

The tongue shot out at me, and I was afraid there might be
more, so I turned away, ran to fetch my cloak and foot rags from
their shelf, and hurried home more dejected than ever, and
thoroughly frightened besides.

({ Nose Thumbs His Nose

Now I learned what speed whispers can have, for when
I reached home I found Gull in the kitchen carrying on her usual
cannonade of awkwardness but also looking uncommonly wise
and tickled, and she pushed me onto the ovenside bench and
toid me that Sun’s Mink had come to the slave gate and informed
her that my friend Wu’s Nose had stolen from a yellow woman
and given to a yellow woman. I pretended to know nothing about
it.
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Sun’s Mink was a short, stooped young slave with something
wrong with his spine—how cheaply he must have been bought!—
who was said to be crafty at cards and dice. He was a member of
the slaves’ gang known as the Coal Hill Boys, who gathered oc-
casionally at Chao-er’s tavern; I had seen Mink there. He had a
habit of appearing at our slave gate, and I wondered if he had
some byplay going with Gull—for our chubby cook, who was so
cautious, so accommodating to our mistress, would slip away to
our sedan-chair shed and storage house for long unexplained
afternoon sessions. Bow stayed away from his beloved Flying
Commode then, I noticed, and I never followed Gull; I did not
want to know her business.

“Mink says”—Gull spoke in the yellows’ language with Mink’s
chopped style—* ‘Any white man who gives stuff to a yellow whore
that he stole from a yellow bitch, he has a stout heart—yes or
no?’”

“Ayah, rich,” I said.

“Mink says”—and now Gull seemed to shrink, and she hunched
her shoulders, and she became Mink, with his demons of pain and
malice in her flashing eyes—“Nose knows how to thumb his nose
at the slantheads.”

“He knows,” I said.

Gull’s mock Mink became even more deformed and said, “If a
big master begins to worry whether he is master of his mistress,
he is no master at all.” Gull straightened up and was herself
again. “Mink, he says that” She was obviously proud of the
twisted slave. “They say Nose’s Big Madame covets something
about Nose besides his name-part. Once when all her maids were
out on errands she had him carry in her bath water and made
him scrub her back! He boasts about it. Says she has a body like
a frog’s. That’s what Mink told me.”

After the evening meal Big Venerable Shen told me that he
and Big Madame would be pleased to receive the slave force in the
Peony Study at once.

I led the way and lit lanterns, then ran out back to call the
others.

As we marched in to audience, Gull had a streak of flour across
one cheek, Bow limped on a winter-joint in his right knee, Bean
and On Stilts and Cock rubbed their hands in an absurd unani-
mous humility, and I pretended to search the floor for some clue
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to my unworthiness. The yellows sat, the whites stood. We slaves
hung our heads in the approved manner.

Master wished to know, were we acquainted with one Nose,
small slave to Wu, mandarin of the Board of Revenue, in the
hutung diagonally across from ours?

Bow answered, falsely, “Small slave called Nose, Big Venerable?
No, Big Venerable.”

How could we not know a slave of such a near neighbor? Slaves
were forever banging at the gate and sneaking in to the quarter
past Bean.

“We have seen them saw timbers over in the other hutung
there. Maybe that was the small slave called Nose we saw there
with the other sawyer. Maybe he was one of those fellows who
was sawing.”

The master turned to Gull. Had she ever talked with this small
Nose?

She said, “No, Big Venerable. I never.”

“Are you sure?”

Gull swore an earnest peasant-slave oath which made Big
Venerable’s lips purse in an ill-suppressed smile. “Let all the gods
and devils listen to what I say and afflict me with incurable fungus
scabs on my scalp if I lie.”

The master glanced at me, as if pondering whether it was
worth his breath to ask a question of such an ignorant white sow
as I; he finally brought himself to do so. Had Small White Lotus
ever spoken to the man?

It came to me, as sharply as a knock on the head, that Nose’s
trivial misdemeanor had been blown up by the yellows into a
grave affront precisely because he had stolen from a yellow
matron and given to a yellow whore. And I realized that by now
a good part of the slave population of the capital had already
heard whispers like Mink’s, with a garlic whiff of sex on them,
and that to a man the slaves would lie, pretend, go mute, be foggy,
on Nose’s behalf, if any questions were asked—for, as we had
used to say at home in Arizona, if God gave the swallow no riches,
He at least gave it swiftness in turning.

I said, “I know a small slave named Nose, he belongs to Magis-
trate P’an in Seventh Hutung, Big Venerable.”

“No! No! No! The revenue mandarin Wu’s, in the hutung right
across the way.” Yes, my stupidity really impressed the master.
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But now he threw a stone at us. This slave, he said, had been ar-
rested late in the afternoon by the bannermen for robbery.

I am sure my face showed nothing, though the thoughts were
running like a pack of wonks in my mind. The bannermen must
have gone back to Guardsman Chen; perhaps they had taken him
with them to Chao-er’s. I was glad I had left the tavern. What
would they do to Nose? Would they break his legs? This was not
the first offense; I remembered the day we had seen him tied to
the tail of a cart.

“This is not the first time for this slave,” the master heavily
said, and I inwardly laughed that my stupid white childish mind—
as he considered it—had beaten him to the words.

We got off with a short lecture on thievery. The gate must
be securely barred with double beams every night, our master
said.

On the way back to our quarters I had a feeling of being hunted
so queer and so strong that I felt compelled either to burst out the
locked gates and flee through the icy streets or else to try to ease
the sensation by confessing it to Gull and Old Bow. I managed
to tell them about it. I started by saying that slaves were often
caught stealing. Why were the masters so excited this time? Then
I blurted out what had seized me: this hunted feeling. Gull, as
sweet as she had been during my fever, put her arms around me
and said that whenever the masters became over-exercised about
a slave’s wrongdoing, she, too, had the same feeling, and Bow did
—didn’t he?—and so did every slave in the city, because the
whites knew that one day their yellow masters might not be able
to contain their thrill of anger at us for daring to be their slaves,
and suddenly a bolt of Honan linen would become a matter of
life and death, of many more-or-less lives and unmistakable
deaths.

I could not sleep at all that night. I coughed and rolled on my
blanket pad. I had a sort of half dream of protecting Nose. The
oven of my kK’ang cooled fast, and chill drafts ran like rats’ breath-
ing around me.

(( Nose’s Sighs

Two days later, in the afternoon, I heard that Nose had
been given thirty strokes of the heavier bamboo and had been
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released by the banner corps and been sent home, but that he
was on some sort of parole. At a risk of appearing a fool in eyes
where I would rather not, but unable to stand off the risk, I took
time to run to the mansion of Wu, his owner, and there in the
kitchen I found Nose propped in a corner, shivering in a Tartar
cap with the ear flaps down, with a running catarrh and a bad
cough, and nowhere to be seen was the proud, powerful leader
of the clay-pit work gang he once had been; perhaps concentrat-
ing on pulsating bruises on his back and ribs, he seemed absent-
minded, and far from feeling me a fool for seeking him out, he
appeared to think nothing one way or another about my being
there.

For two days and nights I had had a childish idea of helping
Nose somehow—of protecting him from his own badness—but
all that was vague, and really illusory, for he cared no more for
me than for half a bowl of lukewarm wine.

To Wu’s Moon Pot, Gull’s friend who cooked at the house, I said,
“I cannot sit still. Staying home day and night makes my fcet
jumpy.”

Nose said nothing.

Moon Pot said, “Now that they've beaten him, the whole thing
will blow over.”

“What about his parole? Other times when the masters have
gotten excited, have they calmed down right away?”

Nose stirred and grunted.

“What's itching your skin, you little piglet?” Moon Pot asked me.

I told her I wanted to know how the yellows had come to iden-
tify Nose as the robber and arrest him—how they knew about
his giving the stolen goods to Peach Fragrance; that was what
really bothered them, wasn’t it?

“The other fox told on him. Told the bannermen.”

“Cassia Cloud?”

“That her name, Nose?”

“Yes.” This was the first word out of Nose, and it was spoken
listlessly.

“Did she tell the part about Peach Fragrance?”

“Why are you sniffing around that part of the story? Huh, you
piglet? You wouldn’t care what fox old Snot Nose here slipped in
with, would you? Hah! Look at her, Nose, look at that pretty
blush! Why, you bad little piglet! Hah hah hah hah.”

“I care about my own back—it’s the bamboo I care about,” I said
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sharply. “That Cassia Cloud provoked me just after the robbery,
and 1 gave her the dirty end of my tongue, and I don’t want
trouble. This isn’t my trouble.”

“Oh, baby,” Moon Pot said, “you’re wrong. This is pig trouble.”

“Well, get off my behind,” I said.

“Who's on it? Nose, tell this little girl to run home.”

In a calmer tone I asked, “What did Cassia Cloud say?”

At this new mention of Cassia Cloud, Nose stood up with a
groan and began pacing.

Moon Pot said that Cassia Cloud had spitefully reported
Chao-er’s receiving the stolen goods.

“Ai, the bitch,” I said. “Paying off her bond! What did the old
slanthead say to that?”

At first, Moon Pot said, confronted by Cassia Cloud’s accusa-
tions, Chao-er had tried to discredit her. “Called her vile, said
she had a wonk’s temper, said she told lies all day.” But on being
pressed closely with a threat of jail, and therefore fearful of
angering his accuser, he suddenly whirled right about and “de-
clared she was a good child, long-working and faithful,” and that
in the hardest weather of the winter she had dressed herself in a
man’s clothes and had put on foot rags and had gone with Chao-er
in his cart to the eastern groves to help him gather firewood.

Nose suddenly said, “I1l kill that bitch fox.” His voice was
harsh, and he slapped the back of one hand into the cup of the
other with a high, wheeling blow. The force of the blow shook
his flap-eared cap forward over his forehead and onto the bridge of
his nose. Moon Pot and I both laughed.

To Moon Pot he was an everyday man. “Hah!” she said. “You!
You talk them dead. You sit there—sneeze and sigh. You'll never
kill a yellow man, or woman either, Old Nose. Your blood is thin,
you turtle.”

Already smarting over Moon Pot’s teasing of me, I began now
to run up some anger on Nose’s behalf, but to my distress he acted
out her rebuke: deeply sighed and sat down.

Under hard questioning, Moon Pot told me, Chao-er had finally
confessed to having the stolen goods at his tavern, and had gone
home and brought the bolt of Honan linen and the pieces of money
and put them in the bannermen’s hands.

“What about the Peach Fragrance part?”

“That again? Yes, sweetheart—all about it. Not a thread on
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him; naked as a snake on her kK’ang there. Hail She spilled it,
all right.”

Now I did not know what to do with my anger. I turned and
saw Nose looking at me with wide eyes. For a moment I felt that
we did have a relationship after all. His eyes were limpid and
tender. He was just a youth from my village. He was homesick,
and so was 1. His eyes said, Take my head and hold it against
you, cover these bloodshot eyes! . . . But suddenly these illusions
passed. He was absurd in his wobbling cap. He sighed again, and
his eyes drifted dully away from mine.

{{ A Secret with Young Venerable

In the following days I felt painfully restless. On every
errand I looked for Nose in the streets but never saw him. Had
that brief shaftlike look in his eyes, that afternoon when I had
run to his master’s house, really been there, or had it been in my
eyes, which printed what I wished on his? I was strangely com-
forted in those days by little Young Venerable, who had decided
to like me, reserving, however, the right to torment me, too; he
would lean against me while I sang a soft song from back home,
mysterious to him, “Stormy Weather,” or “For You,” pressing his
cheek to my arm. I responded to his sulky advances with an out-
pouring of tenderness which astonished and embarrassed me. We
would peer, head by head, at the grotesque goldfish that Big Vene-
rable Shen had bred, with froggy eyes, transparent scales, and
waving calico fins. There was one called Celestial Telescope, with
eyes on top of its head. Another, Five Shimmers Dragon, had
double tail fins like two masses of shot-silk drapery which he
sometimes folded forward so as to wrap his entire body in a
trembling delight of vanity. On errands I filched Big Madame’s
coppers to buy Young Venerable foolish gifts. I found a street stall
where one could buy tiny papier-méiché toys—farmers’ carts, ban-
nermen on horses, vendors with wheelbarrows—which, when tied
with fine silk threads to the backs of big black beetles, moved
about with funny frantic urgency; the boy greeted these with
bursts of laughter that made his throat seemed lined with silver.
But I did not want Gull or Bow to see me favoring the yellow
boy, who could be so cruel at times, and I think that he sensed
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that the intimacy between us was somehow conspiratorial. He
was only a child!

({ Handing Buckets

One noontime, in the yellows’ second month, after a
thaw had made mud of the town, on a gray day, as the master
and mistress were at their midday meal, we heard the great cur-
few drum booming and then a shuddering bell sound—the Drum
Tower and Bell Tower in a daytime alarm!—and soon a clamor
of bells and drums and gongs broke out from the many gate towers
of the outer and inner city walls, all out of time and tune in a
way that hurt my ears. The Shens and all their slaves ran together
into the street, where we found many others, yellow and white,
asking what was being warned against, and then some man
shouted that smoke was to be seen going into the sky to the north-
west of us, and shortly a yellow man in a leather apron came
riding crazily through the streets on a tiny bay Manchurian pony
which had lather all down its neck and flanks, and he was shout-
ing, “Fire in the Forbidden City! Fire in the Forbidden City!”

It had been so long since I had felt a rapture that at first I did
not know what knot had been untied in my stomach and what
warmth it was that radiated from that loosened place to my breast,
my shoulders, and down my arms to my hands. The cobbled
street, and the people shouting back and forth from one house
gate to another, and the stripped plane trees whose closely pol-
larded crowns looked like upraised fists holding handfuls of
brown bones, and the gray brick houses with bluish curved
roofs—all blurred when the joy, dammed at my mouth, brimmed
in my eyes.

The Forbidden City was on fire!

I vividly remembered leaning into the chalk circle on the brick
floor of the tavern, laughing and coughing, as the oath to burn
and kill was intoned over my shaking shoulders in Chao-er’s
crackling tenor voice.

When my sight cleared I saw that the tip of my master’s queue
was whipping on his shoulders in the easterly wind, and his eves
were—I must admit—like those of our Syndicate bosses that
time in Palm Springs, fierce yet bored, arrogant and frightful.
I felt for a moment I should fall to my knees. He roared above the
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shouting in the strcet that Bow (whose winter-joint was stiff as
a crab’s claw) should stay in the house with Big Madame Shen
and the boy, and that the rest of us should run for capes and then
follow him to the gates of the Forbidden City to join the bucket
lines that surely would be forming.

For a moment, as I ran through the Shens’ courtyards to the
slave quarters to fetch the faded red-lined Harbin wool cloak the
mistress had handed down to me, I wondered how one set fire
to a master’'s house—charcoals in a corner? —but then I lost all
traces of the oath on seeing Gull’s worried face, for she, though a
cook, was terrified of fire, dreamed of it night after night with
twitches and groans; together we ran out to the main gate, whence
at once the master led us and Bean and On Stilts and Cock off
at a jog with his long queue thumping and blowing like a kite’s
tail. Many others were running along with us, masters and slaves,
and poor yellow workmen, and rounding into Meridian Gate
Street we saw a huge canted column of smoke, pale blue against
the threatening clouds overhead, blowing westward over the lakes
of the winter palaces.

A large crowd of people were already gathered in the great
plaza outside the Meridian Gate, milling about, shouting, getting
in each other's way—hoping, no doubt, that this emergency
would oblige the authorities to admit the populace inside the
Forbidden City to fight the fire. The elephants were kneeling
stolidly; the way to the gate was open. Our tall master stood on
tiptoe in his embroidered cloth shoes, trying to see over the heads
of the crowd; his face was like an orange-papered lantern in the
cutting wind. We could see smoke breathing through the tiles of
one of the highest of the golden-roofed buildings within the purple
walls. The running had given me a pain in my chest, but I was
so happy I hardly felt it.

The master, his eyes no longer calm, shouted down to Gull and
me to edge toward the gate, inside which water lines would prob-
ably be formed, either from the Golden Water River or from the
lakes to the west; and when the lines were made up, to fall in and
work. He broke forward through the crowd and, waving his
official credentials wildly over his head, he passed within the
Meridian Gate.

Sceing the master swallowed into the smoky gateway, I re-
membered a surf of fire hissing through the dry rabbit brush
outside our village hedge, once, and some of our village men
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beating at the flames with house brooms, and we who were
urchins standing behind the chevaux-de-frise afraid either to
look or to turn away; then for some reason I thought of a recur-
ring dream I had often had, of a column, wide as I was tall, of
black ants, like a dark stream of water, coming toward me, as
irresistible as the sun’s climb up the sky, across a newly worked
field, I standing paralyzed until the pointed nose of the seething
dark stripe was six feet away from me and then turning to run
screaming into wakefulness. I huddled now against Gull. It had
been a joke, the oath. The men were drunk. I did not want to
be punished, either for burning and killing, or for not. Gull was
right; keep a clean nose. The shrill voices all around me added
to my confusion and anxiety. A sudden burst of flame leaped up
from one of the golden roofs. Then a new bell rang.

This ringing, which came from the way we had come, caused
me the utmost fear. Had some slave taken the oath seriously? Had
Nose? Had I the courage to turn my head and see whether another
tall subversion of smoke was leaning over the compound of one of
the Imperial boards, or from the Imperial ancestral temples?

But the clanging was coming nearer, and the people around us
began cheering, and to my immense relief—yet disappointment,
too—I saw that the bell was on a huge water-pump cart pulled by
six mules.

The crowd surged around the engine, and scon the mules were
forced to stop, and the captain of the pump company stood on
the platform of the engine beside the handles of the pump scream-
ing for passageway, and the driver cracked his long whip again
and again over the heads of those who were blocking the way
because they wanted to help. We could see that flames by now
capped the whole of the one roof, whose tiles had fallen through
below, and had worked against the strong wind along the ridge
of the next building, evidently from beneath. Slowly the wagon
moved toward a ramp leading up to the Meridian Gate, and now
the firemen and numerous yellow dignitaries were all shouting
commands at once, and the crowd swayed and eddied to no pur-
pose. The rapid spread of the fire and the danger that sparks might
leap to houses in the crowded city made every yellow man feel
that he was in charge, and slaves ran here and there trying to
do whatever they were asked.

Gull and I were swept toward the gate in the wake of the pump
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wagon, and before we knew it we were inside the Forbidden City.
Two enormous bronze lions frowned down on us.

The common yellows among us who had been pushed within
to form bucket lines were awed by this sacrosanct refuge:

The chain to which the Emperor whose reign was called K’ang-
hsi had used to tether the small black donkey he rode when he
made his incognito trips out into the city! The carved marble box
in which petitions to the Dragon Countenance were placed! The
Hall of Proclaimed Intellect—on fire! The Pavilion of Literary
Profundity—ablaze!

Two long lines were being formed. I saw Nose in one of them,
not far from the fire cart. He was with Fish Bait. I tugged at Gull's
sleeve and made her join me in the return-buckets line not far
from those two.

When Nose saw me, he shouted, “Ai, White Lotus!” and he
pulled off his mangy fur cap and made a low bow with a circling
sweep of the hat. It was clearly a tease. I was annoyed. I supposed
he had been drinking. He and Fish Bait were both noisy.

I myself felt a perverse joy at the sight of the palaces in flames,
and I was inclined to giggle, talk loudly, and playfully jostle Gull.

At last the lines had formed, all the way from the engine,
through gates in two walls, to the South Sea of the winter palaces,
and before long hundreds of wooden pails were moving along the
chains, one of which, all men, conveyed full buckets to the big
staved reservoir on the cart, while the other, women and boys
as well as some men, passed the empties back to the lake.

Teams of six yellow pumpers at a time swayed the great
seesaw handles on the engine wagon, and soon narrow streams
began to play feebly on the roofs from hoses held by yellows in
uniforms.

I could not help glancing over at Nose, and I happened to be
looking once when Fish Bait passed him a bucket of water, and
Nose, with a clumsiness I could not believe, fumbled the handle
so the bucket fell to the ground and spilled.

“Oh! Suffering Jesus!” Nose shouted in English with mock
dismay, and he danced about in the most comical way, splashing
up the water with his bare feet.

I tried not to giggle. I tried, indeed, to take my mind off Nose.
Gull was on one side of me, and on the other was a thickset,
apricot-cheeked yellow housewife, obviously too poor to own
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slaves, of a class that felt a need to be particularly contemptuous
of whites, yet obviously a hearty and cheerful woman, whom I
found, as we were drawn into the irresistible co-operative spirit of
the bucket line, joking with me, jollying up my spirits—in con-
descending terms but in an undeniably endearing tone. (I heard
a cackle from Nose.) We three women swayed in the rhythm of
the chain, and I wanted to work harder and harder, yet I also
wanted the palaces to burn faster and faster; I felt that I loved the
yellow woman beside me—our hands touched at every bucket
handle—yet I also wanted her to feel loss, humiliation, and bitter-
ness, and I wanted some retributive power—my Methodist God
or a Buddhist avenger, if there was such a being—to sear the
condescending tongue out of her throat.

Hooo! Nose spilled another bucket. The same prancing. Fish
Bait hooting.

We were working near a door of one of the burning wings of
the palace, out of which, so far as we could see, the Emperor’s
chests and beds and chairs and lanterns and Imperial nightgowns
and Imperial undershifts had been vomiting, and we saw yellow
gentlemen running in and out of the doorway, gesticulating in
their wide sleeves and shouting to others outside. Then soon the
ones within began to throw out bundles of scrolls and books and
records and papers, and the ones outside caught them as best they
could and carried them off into heaps near one of the bronze
lions.

At this time the wind sprung unexpectedly into a whirling gale,
and documents that had been disgorged from the doorway were
caught up like an enormous scolding of sea gulls, and they swirled
into the sky, swooped around us along the line, and flapped along
the ground.

Ever since Nose’s first accident I had felt a swelling impulse
to laugh, and now the gentlemen’s faces—I saw Big Venerable
Shen, who loved good order in his own dressing chamber, with his
pigtail askew, watching the birdstorm of documents—were so
grotesquely dismayed that I could barely control my throat, hard
as I tried to be cautious. The housewife beside me began to
chuckle. I heard Nose and Fish Bait loudly laughing, and I gave
way. At first Gull angrily shook my shoulder and shushed me,
but soon even she had started to snigger discreetly, and before
long both lines, yellows and whites together, were laughing all
the way to the lake.
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In the midst of this Nose upset yet another bucket. The yellow
man beside him sharply chided him, but Nose hallooed and
flapped his feet in the mud he had made.

The wind remained gusty, and it began lightly raining; the fire
still gained from peak to peak along the wings. The Hall for the
Reverence of the Master, not far from our lines, caught fire, ap-
parently from sparks that had dodged the sparse raindrops on
the wind. Many were afraid that this fresh breeze would carry
the fire into the city. There were shouts that we should redouble
our efforts.

A bit later I saw the man next to Nose halt an Imperial banner-
man, and this guardsman spoke to Nose, frowning and gesticu-
lating, and for a while Nose was quiet. But soon I heard his
laughter again, and that sound, too raucous, suddenly filled me
with an inexplicable depression that stayed with me the rest of
the day.

Then in the rain we saw a tall man, in a ferocious uniform as
white as the documents that swooped around his head, and wear-
ing a polished steel helmet with long ear lappets, standing on
the pump wagon shouting to the people in the lines, and grinning
in an unconvincing way. The yellow woman beside me said with
great excitement that this was General Hsiieh of the Emperor’s
personal bodyguard. Men in the bucket chain began to shout for
silence so we could hear him.

All that reached us was the word for gunpowder.

A gasp ran along the line in pursuit of the word, and toward
the east from us, where the lines were closest to the burning
palaces, they suddenly broke, and soon we had all dropped our
burdens and surged away from the building, leaving two long
lines of buckets on the ground.

Now bannermen came screaming toward us that General Hsiieh
had been assuring us that there was no gunpowder in these wings
of the palace, and slowly we began to move back into place. The
lines had scarcely been restored when a series of explosions, re-
buking the lies in the chief bodyguard’s grimacing mouth, rumbled
from one of the buildings that was on fire. This time all of us, and
the yellow gentlemen, too, and his eminence General Hsiieh be-
sides, ran away to the very wall where all stood uneasily watching.

A great aaah and a jubilee of sparks went up when the Toof of
the Pavilion of Literary Profundity collapsed. . . .

During the evening meal at home, Big Venerable Shen told
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the mistress the story of the day. He could not sit steadily at the
low table, but arose from time to time and strode about, once
bumping straight into me as I was carrying a bowl of water chest-
nuts in my hands—as if he truly had not known that I existed.
The golden roofs of all the buildings in the Wing of Literary Glory
were down, he was saying just then, and burning timber ends
obtruded from the walls, and the high wind was blowing sparks
oif them, and a nightlong watch had been set. His Ineffable Tran-
quility in person had been safely removed early in the day to the
winter palaces. The crowd was made up of fools; they had been
frightened away by some ceremonial fireworks exploding. And
General Hsiiech—a madman! so subject to agitation!—had beat
his Imperial bannermen to arms throughout the city, the master
said, to scout all the streets of every quarter the whole night
through: to what end?

The mistress asked, “How did the fire start? Do we know?”.

I felt my hand, in the act of setting a dish of bean sprouts down
on the table, begin to tremble. The mistress poised her chopsticks
over the bowl, ready to dip some out, waiting for the master’s
answer.

Oh yes, the master said, that was well known but would not
restore the wings of the palace. The Imperial household had that
morning given orders to a gutter-solderer, a stupid man, one
Ts'ui, to seal the drains on the roofs of the Hall of Literary Glory,
in preparation for the Feast of Classics, and the idiot had carried
up his firepot with charcoals to keep his sealing iron hot, in that
wind, and sparks had blown down between the tiles onto roof
timbers.

The fire had not been set by a slave.

I felt as if I had been struck in the midriff—as if the very last of
my pride had been stolen from me. I put a dish of salted goose feet
and duck gizzards that I was carrying down on the chest at the
side of the room and leaned for a moment’s support on the solid
wood.

([ Alarms of Bells and Drums

A fire, said to have been caused by an overturned brazier,
broke out a week later in the house of a wool merchant named
Hua, near the Imperial University to the east of the Forbidden
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City. It was extinguished without much damage to the building.

Another week later, as the willows along the city’s chain of
lakes became fountains of yellowy green, a godown, an old
structure storing deal planks, belonging to another merchant,
Sun, in the Outer City north of the Temple of Heaven, caught
fire, apparently because of the carelessness of a workman smoking
a pipe while malingering alone. The building and its contents were
lost, but great exertion in hauling water from the sacred fishponds
outside the temple grounds saved the neighboring warehouses.

Three days later another alarm of bells and drums broke out—
fire at the house of a Mandarin of the Bannermen, named Han, in
our southeast quarter, not more than an arrow’s flight from us,
near the Examination Halls.

Later that same afternoon fire broke out in the mansion of a
high functionary of the Board of Rites, Huang, and we heard that
it had been discovered in his slave quarters in a straw paillasse on
which a white gir] slept.

Early the very next morning the bells and drums sounded yet
again, but this turned out to be a minor blaze in an outdoor hay-
stack.

We had not had a single fire all the winter through, and in these
few days we had heard six alarms, counting that for the Imperial
palaces. In all the excitement I had not dared go back to Chao-er’s,
and I remained anxious (who had no particular right to be) about
Nose’s parole. I stayed mostly at home, and I was starved for
the warmth of the tavern and for a sight of Nose and of Old
Pearl, and for gossip, for entertainment, for wine, for peanuts,
for a boxing match; that morning, after the sixth alarm, I was
moody and several times broke into tears over trifles. The yellows
could talk of nothing but the fires. Our masters were convinced
that they had been set by an organized gang of wretches who
wanted to steal under the pretext of rescuing household belong-
ings from fires—for after these alarms the victims and their
neighbors had made many complaints of losses of goods, and
cven of large pieces of furniture, that had been carried out to
the streets during the fires.

Up to this time there had been no suggestion that the arsonists
were white.

I thought often, in fear, of the oath at Chao-er’s, but always
came back to these reassurances: the oath had been in fun; Nose
and the other men had been drunk; we had laughed and laughed.
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([ Scorch, Scorch

That afternoon Venerable Shen’s bosom friend the curio
dealer P’an came to play a game of “surrounding pieces,” and
he arrived in a great flutter of excitement. I heard what it was
about as I served tea and sesame cakes.

It seemed that a certain lady named Madame Liang, airing her
sleeve dogs at her mansion gate and chatting with a cousin,
Madame Ho, had seen three white men walking up Hata Gate
Street.

One of the slaves, suddenly doing a queer breakaway dance
with flashing eyes, had said to his companions in the yellow
language with explosive stresses, “Scorch, scorch! A LITTLE
smoke! Hai! Hail!”

One of the other two had answered, “A little today, but ayah!
Wait till TOMORROW!”

Then the first had lifted up his hands and spread them with a
wide vaporing gesture over his head, as if to encompass the
entire city, and he and both the others had burst into loud laugh-
ter, bending at their waists, tossing up their fur caps, slapping
the air, hugging each other.

The two ladies had been greatly agitated by this behavior, and
they had run to the gate of a neighbor, Madame Fan, and had
told Madame Fan what they had seen. All three agreed that
these eccentric shouts must have had to do with the fires.

Mesdames Liang, Ho, and Fan lingered, chirping excitedly, at
Madame Fan’s gate. In about an hour the three slaves walked
downstreet again, showing signs of having been drinking. Madame
Fan recognized the two men who had uttered the strange lines:
a man called Small Wolf, belonging to her friends the Shihs, she
said, and one called Small Fish Bait, belonging to Ch’en.

Together the three ladies hurried to the nearest yamen of the
Blue Banner Corps to inform of these ominous capers. News of
them was now traveling around the city, said curio dealer P’an,
with the speed of runaway horses, and causing great consterna-
tion.

Wolf and Fish Bait! Clearing away the cups, I anxiously won-
dered if Nose, their inseparable comrade, had been the third. He
nceded new trouble about as much as he needed a new ermine
purse for the riches he would never own. Ail
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(( The Whites Are Rising!

The following day—we were in the early part of the
third month—three more fires sprang up, and the sky came down
around our ears.

The first alarm was in midmorning, at a small house belonging
to one of the officers of the White Banner Corps, opposite the
Lama Temple; this was easily got in hand.

Shortly before noon a fire broke out in the eaves of the house
right next to that of Mandarin Huang, which had burned two days
before, and near a deep hole burned in a timber officers had found
scraps of hemp tow that had been dipped in tar. A cry of arson was
raised. Someone in the crowd shouted, “The Coal Hill Boys!"—
the slave gang to which Gull's friend Mink belonged; it was
dreaded in that neighborhood. One of its members apparently
belonged to Mandarin Huang.

The bucket brigade and the onlooking mob took up the accu-
sation. “The Coal Hill Boys! The Coal Hill Boys!”

Within an hour five slaves from the gang had been led to jail
on suspicion of arson.

News cf these arrests reached our street gate within minutes
of their occurrence. Yellow housewives, their necks corded with
excitement, were stumping on their bound feet from house to
house with the reports.

One of these hysterical couriers told us that Wolf and Fish Bait
had been arrested, on account of their famous eccentric behavior
of the day before.

After the midday meal I was on my knees at the outer gate
polishing the master’s brass nameplate, which was embedded in
a low stone monument at the base of one of the gateposts, and I
was trying to scribe the gray incrustations of polish out of the
beautiful characters, and I was worrying about Mink—when the
bells and drums struck up their horrible clamor yet again. I
crumbled into a crouching position, my head on my knees, and
groaned out loud, “No! No! No!”

Big Madame Shen, who, I believe, had not enough excitement
in her life (she talked so much at meals about this woman’s
pock-marked face and that one’s warty hands), was out at the
gate, with a heavy cloak around her shoulders, before the clanging
and thrumming had spread to all the watchtowers of the city.
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“Come, come,” she impatiently said, reaching a hand down
toward me where I was still on my haunches. According to her
husband’s strict orders, she could not venture into the streets
without an escort, and she wanted me to go with her.

We saw the smoke toward the granary, and we sped in its direc-
tion without waiting for word just where it was. I was in my dirty
work gown, my hands were milked over with dry brass polish, my
wavy brown hair was wild. The mistress jarred horribly on her
feet crippled for beauty.

We rounded from Hata Gate Street into a side street, and I saw
with a flash of fear that the fire was in one of three large tim-
ber godowns belonging to Wu Li-shih, Nose’s owner, some three
blocks from the Wu home. The pump wagon was already there.

“Buckets! Hand buckets!” my mistress excitedly commanded
me, and when I took my place in the line she stood beside the
line giving me infuriating bits of encouragement and advice. The
source of water was a miserable sewage-filled rivulet, and the
buckets full of this liquid smelled of slave ships.

I saw that a chain of firemen was climbing up the roof at the
end of the godown away from the fire, breaking out tiles to make
a hole for the hose.

Suddenly one arose from a crouching position, waved his arms,
and shouted words I could not hear; then, cupping his hands to
his mouth, he called toward our lines, “A white inside! White man
down there!” He was pointing down through the hole in the tiles.

Then I saw a flash of blue near the ground at the far end of the
godown, and it seemed to me that a figure skimmed through
the lacy shade of a locust tree and vaulted the low wall beyond
the building and—yes, a swift wink of blue again, into the hutung
beyond. The Wu house was in that direction—or was it? or was it?

My head was whirling. Like gunshots around me in the bucket
lines, the single word White! was detonated again and again.
White!

Then some man (White! White!) lost his head completely and
roared like a braying donkey, “The whites are rising! The whites
are rising against us!”

I felt the mistress’s hand grip my arm. Women nearby were
gasping. One shrieked.

Another man sheuted, “Yes! The whites! The turtles!”

The bucket lines broke and the mob was in a frenzy of chatter-
ing and crying out.
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A fireman ran toward us from the other end of the burning
building. His swelling eyes were about to split his head. “I saw
the bastard,” he shouted. “Wu'’s hog. Wu Li-shih’s white bastard
hog! I know him! I saw the bastard!”

Had not the mistress been holding my arm with a clamp of
bronze I would have fled. I think I tried to break away.

The man who had raised the first crazy halloo now bellowed,
“Let’s get him! Come on! To Wu’s!”

A large number of men ran from the bucket lines toward the
Wu mansion, and very soon we saw these men swinging down
Hata Gate Street in the direction of the Board of Punishments
carrying Nose on their shoulders. I could not see his face, but I
could tell it was he; his head was bobbing loosely as he was jolted
by his bearers. He was not in blue. His white tunic was half torn
from his back.

( Why Did Nose Run Away?

After the evening meal—at which the master had re-
ported that a mob of yellow men had caught, one by one, a score
of slaves wandering in the streets after the alarm of an uprising,
and had carried them off to jail; that Wolf and Fish Bait had been
interrogated at the Board of Punishments; that General Hsiieh of
the Banner Corps had ordered a perpetual night watch through-
out the city—after all this the mistress complained of feeling faint
and asked me to support her to her chamber and to help her get
undressed.

As we made our way to the Pear Blossom Rest, I could hear, out-
side and overhead, the prolonged wailing of a bamboo whistle
tied to the tail of a pigeon which, soaring over the city, was writing
across the sky a melancholy account of its flight; this lament
edged my fear with hopelessness.

When she was seated before her dressing table, and when I
had taken a taper light from our candle and had lit a lantern by
her face, I saw in the mirror over her shoulder that she had lost
all trace of her weakness; she was in fact almost vivacious.

She whirled around with sharp eves and said, “Tell me, small
child, about Wu’s dirty hog, this Nose, the one they caught at
the fire. Do you know him?”

My stomach felt all at once as my hands and feet had been ever
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since autumn, bloodless and clammy. Might the mistress have
heard somewhere that Nose and I had come to the platform in the
farmers’ market in the same parcel of slaves? Did she know
about the dark room at Chao-er’s? “No, mistress,” I said. “I have
never talked with Wu’s slave.”

Big Madame Shen drew a preserved litchi nut from a jar and
after she had eaten its smoky sticky meat and spat out the pit
she licked her fingers with loud sucking noises.

“Do you think he started the fire? Do you think that slaves have
started all the fires, White Lotus?”

I fell to my knees, I think to plead in some way for Nose. “Ai!
No, Big Madame,” I almost groaned. “No, no, Big Madame.”

I could not lock in the mistress’s glistening eyes, and my gaze
turned to a dark corner of her room, where I saw in turn a dark
corner of a tavern room, and a crude brick kK’ang with straw tick-
ing on it, and a pair of bloodshot eyes, bloodshot, bloodshot, and
a strong trembling hand dropping an old green silk gown to the
floor. My eyes, afraid of being flooded, fled to the flame of the lan-
tern, and at first I saw a fire licking at a warehouse roof—but
suddenly the brightness is sunlight itself, and I see a squad of
men going across a compound, and Gabe is with them, telling
them how theyll proceed. A truck stands beside the pile walls
of the new Coteen shed, on which the men are working; we hear
radio music from the open windows of the Coteen house,
“Juanita.” The lumber is cut and ready. Gabe is stripped to the
waist, and he bangs a hammer on a mudguard of the truck to
get the men’s attention. . . . The wall plate and tie beam are up,
and the face rafters. I hear Gabe’s slightly off-tune voice now,
“We are watching, we are waiting, For the bright prophetic
day . . .” He is everywhere; now he runs from side to side on
the ground; now he is at the ridgepole calling down to a man
who is slow at tying in the purlins. His eyes are aflame. . . . Then
it’s all done. The villagers who are watching cheer as Gabriel
climbs a ladder and nails a big leafy cottonwood branch to the
king post which transforms the covered house into a living thing.
It is a moment, for me, of soaring happiness. His shoulders as he
draws back the hammer! . . .

“White Lotus, small child!” the voice of the mistress said. “Do
not be afraid of me. You look so . . . feverish. Get up off your
knees, small girl. . . . You have a look—I think you know him.”
Her eyes had what seemed to me a teasing glint. “Is he strong,
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White Lotus?” She spoke in a tone of some incredible mischievous-
ness.

I was afraid. I said I did not know this Nose. I said there were
numerous slaves called Nose or sometimes Big Nose. I said the
yellows complained of the ugliness of all white people’s noses.
I did not know this Nose or that one, they were all the same
to me.

“But why would he light a fire in his own master’s warehouse?
I trust you, White Lotus, ai, White Lotus, you have been like a
child to me.”

Then I stood up. I said slaves lit no fires. I said the Big
Venerable had said a careless yellow gutter-mender had lit the
wing of the palace.

“But why did your friend Nose run away?”

“That was not Nose, Big Madame! The slave who ran away
was not the Nose you are talking about. That was not Nose!”
My voice had run away with me; it groveled and begged, over
and over.

“But why did the man run away?” The mistress’s triumph
was so frank it seemed to spread like a blush of pleasure on her
face. She did not even have to say, “So you do know him.”

How could I have forgotten Gull’s very first warning to me?
Show nothing. Have a porcelain face in front of the yellows.

“Why do you think he ran away if he did not set the fire?”
the mistress insisted.

I said nothing to that. I thought of the chalk circle on the
tavern floor, and I fell to my knees again, trying with all my puny
draining strength not to weep.

“We will not tell Big Venerable we went to that fire this
afternoon, will we, small child?” the mistress said, standing to
dismiss me. “Run off, now. I see you are more upset than I im-
agined. Off to your quarters. I am quite able to get myself un-
dressed.”

([ A Search

With tung oil I was polishing a wooden screen in the
reception hall in the first courtyard, some days later, when the
plunger bell at our front gate gave me a start. Since the series of
fires, the sounds of bells—even of the tiny finger bell that the
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mistress tinkled here and there in the mansion to summon us—
caused me to tremble as if with an echo of the tower bells’ jangling
alarms.

From where I stood I looked out at the gate for a moment,
half expecting some evil yellow spirit to float right through the
marble ghost screen and come and choke me; it would wrap icy
fingers of my own panic around my thumping neck.

An impatient hand pulled at the plunger, and the thin tocsin
pierced me again. Suddenly I remembered that Bean, the gate-
man, was out in the city, helping to carry the master in the
Flying Commode, and I ran to the gate with my rag in my hand.

Outside stood three bannermen. It took all my will to stand
ground.

My first thought was that the soldiers had come to question
me about Nose. Ever since his arrest I had felt deaf and blind.
We slaves dared not go to Chao-er’'s; we certainly could not
gather at the farmers’ market or under the Drum Tower; even
visits to neighbors’ gates seemed risky. I had heard nothing. As I
stood facing the three tall, stern men, the idea that the slaves
were rising up against the yellows, that I might be a threat to
these three brutes, seemed utterly mad, yet in that moment
before any of the bannermen spoke I was struck by a sudden
realization—that though the oath at the tavern had seemed
hilarious, it had perhaps not been a joke at all. Underneath our
peals of laughter had lain a desire for revenge that surged up
in me now and caused me, of all things, to giggle, as I bent in a
deep bow. I wondered, with my head humbly lowered: Had Nose
started a fire?

One of the bannermen asked for my mistress. Having straight-
ened up, I stood staring at him, unable to believe he had not
come for me; then I turned and flew to the Peony Study, where
the mistress, with pursed lips, was practicing the lute.

I followed Big Madame Shen back out to the fore-courtyard
and pretended to resume my work on the screen as she greeted
the men in the reception hall.

Their spokesman said, with a strong flavor of memorization
on his tongue, that General Hsiieh of the Eight Banner Corps,
acting upon the advice of the Censorate, had ordered bannermen
to scarch the whole city, to see whether any goods stolen from
about the fires might be found, or whether there might be any
suspicious unfamiliar persons in hiding, or lodgers, or strangers,
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who were perhaps the wicked instrument and occasion of the
fires in hopes of opportunities for pilferage, or plunder.

The soldier sighed then at having ejected that official verbiage
from his craw, and he added, “Shen T’ai-t’ai, we would be
honored to search your slaves’ quarter—that is all there will be
of it. It’s orders, you see, Shen T’ai-t’ai.”

So this was the way of searching “the whole city”: to look
in my miserable brick-bedded corner.

Glancing across the room, 1 saw that the spokesman, a tall
young man of Tartar lineage, with an odd squint in his right eye,
was standing before an exquisite painting by Han Hsti, a favorite
of my master’s, the title of which was “Scholar Taking a Stroll
in a Light Drizzle,” and which bore a couplet by a poet of the
Sung dynasty:

The mist touches his brow with the dream of spring;
Beyond the mist lie ten thousand mountains of memory.

The hypocrites—everything so delicate and sensitive that met
the eye! Would they find on my k’ang the pewter mustard spatula
I had stolen from Chao-er’s tavern? How could I explain to them
that it was a remembrancer for a frightened girl of a half hour
she had had in a dingy room alone with Wu’s Nose, who was now
in their not so delicate hands? It was a bent little dauber, worth
only a couple of coppers. It was in my reed matting somewhere,
along with a flea who had tided over the winter there. I hoped
this wretched insect would jump on a waxy yellow hand as the
hand fumbled in the dirty shredded matting, and that the flea
would ride off drinking at a bannerman.

I heard them troop away to the back courtyards. Soon they
returned —empty-handed, and without the flea, as I later found—
and I learned from their chatter to the mistress:

That there were better than thirty slaves in an improvised
prison at the elephant stables, and that the magistrates were
getting nothing from these white pigs about the fires save stupid-
ity and denials.

My ears strained for the sound of Nose’s name, but I did not
hear it.

I heard from the spokesman’s voice that this brave winking
bannerman assumed for my mistress’s benefit the airs of a man-
darin, or even of a magistrate—the tones if not the true grip
of police power. Yet I also clearly heard in his voice, and in the
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others’, too, as they chatted on for a polite time, something that
astonished me: namely, that all these official people, and my
mistress as well, who was so mischievous and imperious and in-
timate and tender by turns with me—all were desperately fright-
ened by the very ones they seemed to have most firmly in their
fists, their slaves. The round ceremonial tones and the confident
tapping of the bannermen’s staves on the stone flooring had a
hollow sound. When a ram is brave, Kathy Blaw had used to say
long ago, its courage comes from its heart and not from its horns.

(( The Master Dresses

The only mood that stirred Old Bow to a creaky buoy-
ancy was one of sarcasm. We were in the kitchen. This was
near the end of the fourth month. Big Venerable Shen had been
impaneled, to his delight, as one of the some fifty so-called Ears
of the Court who were to act as attendant authorities at hear-
ings in the Board of Punishments on the recent fires, and Old
Bow had helped the master to get dressed for the first of these
hearings and had just seen him out the front gate; for tonic the
master had decided to walk the short distance to the compound
of the Board. Gull and I, seeing that Old Bow was determined
to give us a full recital of the master’s getting dressed, moved
the kitchen chopping table without a word toward the cupboard
away from the brick cooking cradle, to give Bow decent room
for airs and graces.

In the middle of the brick floor Bow struck a pose, and by it
we knew, somehow, that he (the master) was naked, bed-ruddy,
and chilled, and before the old mimic had laid onto his canvas
ten bold strokes we saw, breathing and blinking before our eyes,
our double master: the man well known for probity, decency,
liberality, and a sharp memory for aphorisms from the great
teachers, explaining to a slave whom he considered boy-minded
the nature of the hearings at which he was to assist; and, on his
other side, the cranky, impatient, despotic owner of living flesh,
commanding that {lesh to fetch and truckle and button and pin.
0ld Bow caught, with all the malice of years of his bitterness,
the inner tension of this contradiction.

“The Chefoo one, Old Bow, on the shelf above. Above, above!
.. . Some might think, inasmuch as the hearings take place under



The Chalk Circle ( 149

a body called the Board of Punishments, that there is a pre-
judgment here—that these prisoners are known to have set the
fires, and must be chastised. Not at all. The Dragon Countenance
is said to feel—hai! Turtle! Be a little more careful, Small Bow—
those pins have points! . . . On the other hand, a great city can
tolerate just so many frights and alarms, and then—the red
velvet undergown, Small Bow—what? you forgot to brush it
down?—you are a simpleton!—how many times?—all right,
the camlet, then—and then the Emperor simply must find out
whether there has been premeditated malice, for though we have
the fortune of living under a majesty who exceeds all others in
the gentleness of his laws and regulations, yet if those to whom
—1I think, let me see . . . yes, I'll wear the Soochow bow on my
queue, with the matching purse; my corded-wolf’s-paw bow is
too aggressive for this particular occasion, you agree?—ayah, it
is the second one, how many times have I given you the order
of those bows?—one, pigeon’s wing, two, Soochow, three, negli-
gent, four, tiger’s ears, five, wolf’s paw, six, summer fountain.
Can’t you count to six, Small Bow? Let me hear you count to
siX. . . . I maintain only six bows at a time, Small Bow. . .
But if the authorities to whom is granted the power to discipline
designing persons with wicked purposes—Minister Ts'ao calls
such authorities the life and soul of the Emperor’s justice—if
these are not conscientious and adept—gray lining, Old Bow,
gold will not do in the Board of Punishments, you know that as
well as I. . . .7

Through all of this I laughed till the tears ran down my cheeks,
yet I was also waiting for one small word, or a gesture, or a
sniff about us. This was all about us, after all. They said we had
robbed, we had lit. We were rising against them. We were the
“designing persons,” ours the “wicked purposes.”

Then—whether just as it had happened or not scarcely mat-
tered, for Old Bow gave the passage a conviction that froze my
blood—the old man dropped the hint for which I had been hold-
ing my breath.

With exaggerated gestures that themselves lectured on the
grandeur of the Emperor’s punitive system, Bow-Master tied the
mouth of his Soochow purse and slung it in his sleeve, and he
shook jasmine water onto his round hat as if watering a cabbage,
filled his snuffbox, and then, with a decorous sneeze at the haze
of snuff in the air, said, “I shout at you, Small Bow, I shout at
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you all day, but I believe you would walk through pikes and
swords to protect me. You would” (the eyes were like those of
a bull terrier: vigilant, half-tamed, patient, famished), “wouldn’t
you? You say, ‘Yes, Big Venerable.” Five thousand times a day.
‘Yes, Big Venerable.” But are you sincere, Old Bow, in your ac-
quiescence? Are you sincere?” With the slave’s assistance, he
slid into his wide surcoat with a silver-braided border and em-
broidered flowers on gray silk, and he shook out the inner sleeves
at the wrists. “ “Yes, Big Venerable! Yes, yes, Big Venerable!’ I'd
like to know the truth of it today. Do you mean it? We have thirty
and more of your people locked up. I don’t like these arrests by
simple seizure, I'll tell you that, Small Bow, I don’t like the way
that was done. But—"

The old slave abruptly ended his performance on that word,
drawn out long, into which single sound he threaded a delicate
tremor of their terror, and of ours.

([ A Matter of Being Rattled

Having served a dish of shredded pork with sea slugs
and bamboo shoots, I took my place behind the wooden screen
and overheard the master’s account of the day. Before my eyes
on the screen was a dreamlike scene of ivory deer, jade clouds,
jasper rocks, agate trees, and ebony bridges—for even the back-
sides of the yellows’ furnishings had this monotonous perfection
of sensitivity—while my ears took in a story of real life, ayah,
that was not so pretty.

The master confessed to his duck that he had misgivings. This
inquiry was being poorly handled. He had had, all day, “a bad
feeling.” Partly it was ennui—the Ears of the Court, fifty dis-
tinguished men, had been kept on their feet all morning simply
waiting, and Secretary Wei had been such a bore with his ever-
lasting games: “Come now, Elder-born Lu, silver spurs are just
for show, one wants steel, a fighting cock needs a lance, Elder-
born Lu, not a toothpick. . . .” Battledores, ritual swordplay,
horn-goring, whipping tops! All day, polluting the air with his
vigor that was as offensive as a beggar’s pipe smoke.

But that was not the master’s real worry. What troubled him,
he said, was that the authorities seemed rattled. Everything was
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being run through on nerves. Old Hu, the Chief Mandarin of the
Board, was as skittery as a stung pony. “After all,” my owner
said, “these white people are our slaves. We ought to be able to
be calm, at least.”

The day’s hearing had been taken up mostly with the slaves
Wolf and Fish Bait, the ones who had been caught boasting about
setting fires—hooo, how a vague supposition had grown into an
assertion! Behind the screen I trembled for those two—until
suddenly I heard the name for which I had been fearfully waiting.

“Toward the end of the day,” the master said, “we took up
another case, and here was where Old Hu showed the rawness
of his excitement. This case concerned that ruffian belonging
to Wu of the Revenue Board, you know.”

“Which one is that?”

“Called Nose, Wu’s Nose: they thought they saw him at the
fire of his master’s godown, don’t you know, and some of our
self-chosen strong men carried him off to prison.”

“Is that so?” says the mistress, innocent as a pussy willow.
“I had not heard of that.”

“He, this Nose, was kneeling on the prisoner’s stool there op-
posite Old Hu, surrounded by a handful of rapscallion deponents
—paid liars, I suppose, pulled in off the streets. This slave is a
vicious proud white, eye like a wild boar’'s—dirty torn tunic half
off him—glared defiance at the top men of the capital. But odd:
his speech was low, untrembling, respectful, and . . . yes . .
plausible—though of vile grammar.”

The slave, said my master, had sworn that he was at home—
three streets away from the godown—all afternoon, all through
the fire. Claimed he had handled buckets at the earlier fire next
to Mandarin Huang’s that morning, and then he had gone home
and worked there till dark.

Now the deponents—all contradicting each other. A small
yellow boy, some indentured workman’s spawning, teeth missing
in front, said he’d seen Nose at Wu’s house sewing a long streamer
of red cloth bearing Old Wu’s device onto a hame to mark his
master’s carthorse, just before the bell for the fire. Then a neigh-
bor, a yellow man, said he’d seen Nose lounging out at Wu’s
gate shield shortly before the alarm. Another: after the bell,
when it was known to be a fire in Wu’s godown, said he met
Nose in the street and asked him if we were not going to pass
buckets and the insolent turtle said he’d had enough buckets
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that day. Worst of all, they next had an old gaffer, a yellow do-
nothing, who said he sunned himself daily near the Drum Tower,
knew Nose like a pet dog, yes, yes, saw him watching the fire;
asked Nose why no buckets—at which the slave had run over
and joined the bucket line.

But then it turned out the old ragbag was too nearsighted to
count his own fingers at arm’s length. Blind as a mole!

The upshot, Big Venerable said, was that Old Hu concluded
and summed up—with total disregard for what the deponents
had said—to the effect that Nose had been inside the godown
at the time the fire was set.

“Do you see, duck, what I mean? This is not the way to pro-
ceed. This is a matter of being rattled. I don’t like it.”

There was a long pause.

“Are you thinking of taking the slaves’ side?” the mistress
finally asked. There was a lacquered screen between the mistress
and me, but I could almost feel the slightest curl of an ironic
smile at the corner of that small mouth.

I heard the master’s hand slapping at grains of rice that had
spilled on the table. “Misgivings, I only said I had misgivings,”
the master’s voice said with some annoyance. “I trust the trials
themselves will be conducted in a more orderly way.”

([ Errand Within Errand

The mistress sent me to the farmers’ market, beyond
the Hata Gate in the Outer City, for some pork, and I had started
out at a trot, when, bewildered, scarce knowing what I was doing,
I found myself scudding like a leaf driven by the wind off my
course. I ran westward, to the elephant stables. I strode straight
up to a bannerman who guarded the gate of a section of the
stables, no longer used for elephants, that had been converted
to a slave prison, and I heard myself say, “Big Venerable, can
a woman see her man? Wu’s Small Nose?”

The soldier, a tall, round-cheeked man, may have been tickled
to be addressed with an honorific title. He leaned down good-
humoredly toward me and said in a thick Honan accent, “What?
What you say, small sow? Want to see a prisoner?”

“Nose. Wu's Nose. My husband.” I really did not know what
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I was saying or doing; my heart was like a squirrel caged in my
ribs.

“Ayah, did they snatch your man right out of your bedtick,
small sow?” He laughed, overcome by his own jollity. Then he
patted my shoulder and said, “Wait here.”

In time the man returned and led me inside the elephant en-
closure, where I saw six rows of large buildings, each apparently
containing several stables, and he took me into one of them,
through a timbered door in a brick wall as thick as my escort
was tall. This building, which now housed the bureaucracy of
the prison, had been divided into wooden-walled offices and
cubicles, and in one of the smaller rooms, which had no furniture
at all, I found Nose temporarily chained to a wooden post. He
had been led out to see me.

He was astonished by my visit. Had the bannerman told him
I had called myself his wife?

He spoke to me sharply: “Stay away from here. Why have you
come here?”

I could not answer because I did not know why.

“Stay away,” he said. “You can’t do anything here.” And he
snapped out a succinct saying that was current among the whites
in the capital: “A slave is guilty.”

Suddenly there were a great many things I wanted to ask. Had
he lit fires? Why had he turned himself into a rowdy? What had
happened to him? Did he not care what the yellows did to him?
Was the oath a joke? Did roughness, drunkenness, stealing,
arson, and surly silence give any satisfaction? What should a
white girl do with her life? Why was he so severe with me? Why
could he not speak to me about what our awful days meant—if
anything?

As if he could almost hear my mind crying out these inward
questions, Nose modulated his manner and tone. He hooked a
thumb under the filthy loop of rag that held what was left of his
tunic up on one shoulder and said, “Fetch me a slave coat.”

Without even answering I ran at once out from the elephant
enclosure and, with a feeling of being tested and trusted such
as I had not had since the errands of our village at home, I flew
to Wu Li-shih’s slave postern, and Wu’s Moon Pot took me to
the squalid toolhouse shed where Nose had had his k’ang, and
she rummaged, and she handed me a blue coolie tunic, and I
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ran back to the elephant stables. I think I expected, if my mind
was working at all, that I would run in and Nose would still be
waiting in the little room.

But at the gate my soldier was gone. Another—a thin creature
with several days’ stubble of sparse beard—spread his legs and
barred my way. Absolutely prohibited per order General Hsteh.
No matter husband.

“Please, Big Venerable! Give this to Wu’s Nose, he’s caught
in prison.” I held up the tunic.

Disgustedly the soldier took the garment and went inside. I
stood dumbly waiting. He came out again still holding the tunic
and more annoyed than ever. “He is a nervy turtle, that smally.
Says it won’t do at all. Wrong one, he says. Says it is no good
to him. Turns his bloody red pig’s eye on me, he does, and says
it is no good to him. Here!”

But I had not the time. I turned and fled, leaving the tunic
in the soldier’s hand.

As it was, when I finally got home, carrying some pork meat
wrapped in lotus leaves, the mistress said, “Where have you
been, you bawd?”

I said, as soft as Swatow silk, that the butchers had been
cutting the hogs. That I had no idea why they were so slow that
day.

( “One Night They Formed a Plot”

I stood behind the screen listening. Big Venerable Shen
could not bring himself to give an account of his day at the
Board of Punishments until he had put down five little bowls
of steaming tea.

“My tongue,” he said, “is all dried up.”

At last he told this story:

An informer, whom the master did not name, had whispered
to someone in the Censorate that matters of interest could be
learned from a certain prostitute in a mean tavern near the
Drum Tower—a disgusting swillhouse that catered to slaves.

As before, the hearing was badly managed. They sent banner-
men out to fetch the whore, and the men were gone half the
morning. “So we stood there. They would not allow us to smoke,
or to leave the hall. We got to talking of the old war against the
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whites just to keep Wei Lin-tu off dog-baiting. Tedious! These
are busy men, the Ears of the Court, duck, you don’t hang them
out to dry on the bank of the stream like that!”

At last they had her in, a short, thick girl with a broken-out
face and a sulk—a pout—as if someone was cheating her—
tugging and wringing a greasy gown in which she had come.
Her name was Cassia Cloud. . . .

And ayah! I had known even before hearing her name who
it was. Cassia Cloud from Chao-er’s. I remembered that malice-
darkened face looming over the crap table to tell me about Nose’s
robbery, about Nose naked in Peach Fragrance’s room; the pink
tongue darting out again and again.

“She was extremely uneasy, yet brazen and defiant,” the master
said. “She swore by the Dragon Countenance himself that she
would not swear in for us. You can imagine how this excited
the magistrates—made us all think she knew more than the
grimace on that dull face showed.”

The Recorder read aloud the Emperor’s proclamation offering
fifty taels, good current silver money, to any yellow person who
would discover to the authorities the arsonists of the fires. . . .

This stubborn girl appeared to despise money, and threats did
no good; she simply looked bruised and put upon, and would
not talk.

So Magistrate Hu ordered her jailed, specifying the elephant
stables, and they led her off—the morning apparently quite
wasted!

But hai! When the bannermen took her into the elephant
enclosure and she saw boxfuls of white slaves there, she under-
went a change—one of the bannermen said the rouge patches
on her cheeks went the color of liver sickness and the rest of
her skin turned shiny like a candle, and she said, have mercy,
she’d talk.

Here she was kneeling again on the stool before the magis-
trates—and she went stubborn again! Like a tree stump. You
could sec under the bluff that she was terrified—of something
to do with the whites, or with what she knew.

“Magistrate Han—you know him, duck—that giant with the
long. narrow warrior mustaches drooping down on either side
of his mouth? picture of the anger of war itself? upper arms
big as oak barrels?—you do, but in any case, he turned, soft at
first, then like an awful autumn windstorm, to considerations
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of Imperial vindictiveness: . . . the melting of the fat off your
bones in a hot room if you remain guilty of the crime of with-
holding knowledge of the fires we have had. Heat for heat: that
would be His Merciful Presence’s method. . . . Until those murrey
cheeks of hers went sickly greenish again and the candleskin
began to drip. I was a bit afraid myself!”

Whereupon she agreed to testify if they would only stop tor-
menting her. It was hard to believe how agreeably, and with
what alacrity, she warmed to her work.

She spoke first about her master, a miserable cobbler named
Chao-er, and how he used to receive stolen goods from the dirty
white pigs, and she reminded the magistrates of the case of the
slave Nose—

At the sound of that name I leaned my forehead against the
screen. It seemed to me that in telling the story the master was
shouting at the little mistress; he sounded as fierce as the bark-
ing wonks in the streets that wakened me each morning.

—of the slave Nose who stole from a yellow woman and gave
his loot to a yellow prostitute: not this Cassia Cloud but another in
the same tavern. And reminded the magistrates, too, that Chao-er
had admitted to the authorities receiving stolen goods on that
occasion.

“All right,” the witness then said, and her eyes were now
gleaming. It was clear that she had begun to realize that she
might be a person of importance. “All right, now I shall tell it.
One night they formed a plot, and this pig Nose and my master
put twenty or thirty whites, turn about, in a circle of chalk on
the floor and made them swear to burn and kill. They were
going to commence with the Forbidden City, and they were to
burn their masters’ houses, and they were to kill yellow people.
Some would gladly have avoided swearing but dared not refuse
such powerful men. Wolf and Fish Bait, they were in it, too. My
master, Chao-er, was going to help them. He wanted to be Em-
peror, that's what he said, and Nose wanted to be the General.
1 heard this Nose declare and mutter that some people had too
much and other people had too little.”

Nose! Nose!

“My mistress, Chao-er’'s wife, she said she would poison me
if I mentioned anything about those stolen goods, and those
dirty white pigs were going to burn me under my gown if I
breathed the plot. Now I've done it, and, Honors, you must keep
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me close, you must. . . . The only yellows in the plot are my
master and mistress Chao-er. And—ai! ail—I nearly forgot, the
one called Peach Fragrance was there. She was in it, the one they
call the Taiyuan Beauty, a whore. . . .”

The master said with mounting vehemence that Chao-er had
been arrested, and that this Nose . . .

I felt that I was . . . my left foot, in an old black slipper,
which was too large and was scuffed at the great toe, was in the
chalk circle, and I was bent forward, looking down at the shoe,
being sworn: If the Forbidden City caught fire, I, though small,
weak, and pierced with pain in my rheumy lungs, I would burn
and I would kill! I began to laugh! It was a lark! A moment’s
manumission. It was a joke—a dream—an unbuttoning! Old
Pearl beside me was in tears from laughter, and I was laughing
and coughing. My shoulders shook with laughs and coughs as
I waited for the dousing of wine. . . . I perceived through my
heaves that there was no circle on the floor; that I was behind
the door screen, half choked with laughter and hacking coughs;
that I had just now heard Big Venerable Shen beyond the screen
shout at his gasping wife about a plot. Suddenly the end flap
of the screen, flying outward from the dining chamber, cracked
my forehead and caused me to take some stumbling backward
steps, and I saw over me the swarthy, ox-eyed face of himself,
my master. The laughter became a solid lump in my neck, and
I began to cough in earnest.

“Whatever possesses you, girl?” the yellow man barked at me.

Yes! For once the suave tongue in the whiskerless yellow lips
spoke with a terrible accuracy. I must have been possessed—Ilike
that heavy-limbed girl on the deck of the East Garden. But not
by God. By some devil. Had some trickster devil come into my
head to make me swear the comical oath again, laugh again,
and cough again, as I eavesdropped in back of the pantry screen?
Had a devil come on me to show me—but not the master—the
enormity of the yellow man’s belief in the story the disappointed,
stumpy, pimpled country girl had blurted out to the authorities?
Plot! Old Pearl, her tough vine strength gone brittle and crumbly
as if the vine shaft was nothing after all but bark—this ruined
Pearl in a plot? And I, White Lotus, scarce knowing the differ-
ence between a laugh and a cough—I in a plot? And Nose . .
Nosel

The thought of Nose’s danger struck me with such force that
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my coughing was driven out of me as though by a thump be-
tween the shoulder blades.

“I swallowed down the wrong throat, Big Venerable,” I weakly
said, tears in my eyes from having relived the absurdly funny
oath.

“What are you doing, eating now? You are serving at table!”

Had the trickster devil in my eyes told him that I had the habit
of standing behind the screen listening, listening? “Yes, Big
Venerable,” 1 said.

He sadly shook his head and withdrew.

( Talk of Home

My fears for Nose grew day by day, and with them my
homesickness. There came a rainy morning; my chest hurt. Big
Madame Shen ordered me to go to the grain market to buy some
millet flour, and knowing that the carpenter Kao, who owned
Old Pearl, had his shop in Sixth Hutung, not far from the Im-
perial Granaries near the grain market, I ran all the way under
a torn oil-paper umbrella, spattering mud on my leggings, to have
some time to steal with my friend from home. I had never dared
visit her because of the wormwood character she had attributed
to her master, but that day I felt near the end of my resources
and I needed support of a kind that my fellow slave Gull could
not give me.

Asking the way of passing slaves I found the shop, and, hav-
ing invented a false errand in case carpenter Kao, in a mood to
heave board ends, should overhear my arrival, I made my way
to the compound entrance and rang the pull bell.

A slave woman came to the gate. I almost turned away, think-
ing I had after all the wrong house. The woman was gaunt,
dirty, with a surly, peckish eye. She was not even the wasted
and discouraged Old Pearl I had seen at Chao-er’s; this woman
seemed to be incurably ill. But it was my friend, or what was left
of her, and recognizing me she stepped forward in a sudden flood
of tears into my arms.

She drew me inside, assuring me that the carpenter was away
with his cart, delivering a chest he had made.

The carpenter’s house, like his person, was mean, obdurate,
and morose. The kitchen was faced with smoke-darkened mud
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plaster, the cooking pit was narrow, and Pearl lived in the merest
lean-to shed, like some cold storeroom for cabbages, which jutted
out from the kitchen into the shop courtyard. Pearl told me that
Kao’s hammering, his rattling of gluing clamps, his slapping of
board on board woke her before each dawn and prevented her
sleeping after dark; he worked late by lantern. His shop was his
tavern, sweat his wine.

We were helpless; we talked of home. Old Pearl’s voice, which
at first was feeble and cough-jointed, like an old chair creaking,
began slowly to gain strength, until, as she recalled incident after
incident from our sweet Arizona past, it became something like
her storytelling chant at home, and I had the eerie feeling that
the commonplace events of our lives within the village hedge had
been great fables, legends, stories not of limited men and women
but of glorious, powerful, free spirits of the past. We began to
laugh as she talked. She stood in the middle of the kitchen floor.
I heard the richness of the bygone in her, and no future. Her
eyes now had the ferocious tale-telling glint, and I thought of
her leaning her hand on my shoulder that day after Agatha was
abandoned at the trailside; I thought of her beside me on the:
deck of the slave ship calming the panic of hundreds of women
with her story of the donkey and the jaguar. A flood of laughter
poured out of me, and it tasted in my mouth like bitter spoiled
fruit, because it stood for grief, horrible grinning grief.

I suddenly asked, “What has happened to Nose? Why did our
Gabe turn into such a madman, so drunk all the time?” There
was still laughter in my throat, but there was an urgency, too,
that I could scarcely keep in control.

“No surprise, child. No, no. It was the direction in which he
had to go.”

“Why?” I was abruptly on the edge of tears.

“Would you want him to be a ‘good’ slave, child? That man
has to be in front.” But it was Pearl who was weeping! “Listen.”
she said, “being bad is the only revenge. They put a value on
you, they buy you—the only answer you can give is to be worth-
less. That’s the way to cheat them, girl! Be so bad that you're-
not worth a dirty copper. Ayah, I love Nose. Nose understands,
all that.”

“Do you think he lit fires?” J

“Hai, I don’t know. I doubt it, child. The spirit of revenge is
only a kind of make-believe. We're too weak. It's something we
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pretend. Do you know those poor white storytellers you see, just
better than beggars, with the little shadow lamps they use? That’s
Nose. Nose is one of them. Make-believe—by being worthless,
worthless.”

“Why won’t he do anything for himself? I saw him the other
day at the prison, and he has lost all his spirit. What do you
suppose has happened to him?”

“Ai, child, after you pretend you are worthless for a while you
become so. . . . Fah! I don’t want to talk about any of that.
Look here, listen to this!”

My dying friend, her eyes like hot charcoals, began another
tale. She chanted, standing with legs spread, arms raised, fingers
clutching at the dense material of her story. . . .

A door slammed in the shop court, signaling the carpenter’s
return, and under my watchfulness this woman crammed with
wild memories and vivid feelings suddenly shrank, became desic-
cated, and a senile voice and trembling hand sped me to the
gate. As I ran down the alleyway I heard the old woman’s feeble
coughing behind me.

On the way home the pain in my chest felt like rage, and
once I dropped the meal bag, and part of the flour was dampened.

( Good Swords

The mistress took me to the beheadings for the better-
ment of my soul. I think she felt I needed a spiritual purge; that
she considered Old Bow too creaky and Gull too solid and Bean
and the runners too stupid to be mixed up in plots, but Small
White Lotus had an evasive eyel—or some such. She hired a
street chair carried by two flea-bitten white freedmen, and I
followed behind.

Wolf and Fish Bait were to have their heads cut off for what
some yellow women thought they had heard the slaves say in the
street about the fires.

The execution ground was in the Outer City, in the geoman-
tically ill-favored southwestern quarter, and when we reached
the Gate of Direct Rule, giving out from the Tartar City to that
quarter, Big Madame Shen dismounted from the chair and paid
off the bearers, who clamored bitterly for more money, but she
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waved them away with the back of her hand. We would walk
the rest of the way. The crowd was too thick for sedan chairs.
We were part of what seemed a holiday throng—a large press
of yellow men and women, dressed as if for a temple or a recep-
tion, with many slaves in smart livery being taken along for an
education. The crowd walked down the middle of the street, past
the great factory where the exquisite glasslike tiles of gold, blue,
green, and red were made for the palaces of the inner cities, and
through a district of elegant shops, with gilded signboards, where
paintings, scrolls, books, and curios were sold. It was a cheery
bright day. The buds were swollen on the late acacias lining the
street, while certain willows already had silvery leaves swimming
in the air like great shoals of minnows.

Big Madame Shen grected her many acquaintances with defer-
ential bows and the gesture of humility—clenched hands placed
together and pumped up and down. More than once she ex-
pressed herself to friends, with a sweet trill of laughter, as most
apprehensive over what we were about to see.

The execution ground was a large area enclosed by a spirit
barrier with a clear opening only on the western side, so that
the ghosts of dead criminals would leave the city at once. With
the help of our master’s friend the curio dealer P’an, whom we
met, and who had two slaves along to study the day’s teaching,
we found a place to stand with a fair view of the executioners’
platform, near the mat shed where the officials of the Board of
Punishments would sit when they arrived.

I stood behind the curio dealer and my mistress with P’an’s
Goose and P’an’s Hairy Devil. We whites knew enough to remain
silent and to take on a bullyragged look, as if to show that the
lesson was striking deep even before it was taught. I thought at
first that I could keep myself from being frightened; I had seen
a troop of heads carried in soldiers’ hands, so this was not
much—two men to die. I had a brief glimpse in my mind of
Wolf: sitting in Chao-er’s with Peach Fragrance on his lap, his
magician’s hands fluttering around her slit gown, a grin frozen
on his half-drunk, acne-scarred face—a man ferociously alive
and careless of consequences. Fish Bait I scarcely knew; a large
man, Wolf’s hanger-on.

“Enlighten me,” the curio dealer said. “Why are they chopping
off only two heads, when I understand they have rounded up so
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many of the dirty pigs who were in the conspiracy to . . . to burn
us and slaughter us?” The vehemence with which P’an spat out
these last words made me shiver.

“As I understand it,” my mistress began . . . and how she
enjoyed being an expert! The master’s friend was not deaf, yet
she spoke in a shrill, firm tone, so ears all around could take in
her special position, which her husband, engaged at the Board
of Punishments, was fortunately not present to dim in any
way. . . . “The magistrates themselves pushed the going ahead
with these two executions, their logic being: these two men were
of turtle-shell temperaments, either they were blockheads or
they were resolute, and nothing, you see, had been, or ever would
be, dragged from them about the plot—though the proofs against
them were strong that they were parties to it”—yes, this was
Big Venerable Shen’s declamatory style; she had a nice little
ear—"“so it was urged that the example of punishment, through
the immediate beheading of these two, might lead others to un-
fold what they knew of the plot and recommend themselves for
the clemency of the Dragon Countenance. So, at least, Shen says.”
In truth his pompous phrases turned stickily in her mouth, like
a greedy bite of malt taffy.

Big Venerable P’an was well satisfied with this answer.

And 1? 1 had the strangest mixture of feelings: of dread at
the sound of this plodding, methodical, maggoty inanity that
my mistress mouthed; of a self-protective conviction that all this
had nothing to do with me; and of a righteous fury that gave me
a queer inner quiet, a complacency almost, a feeling that these
haunted people were at a disadvantage before us their slaves, for
they were harried by a shame that drove them deeper and deeper
into shame itself. At the same time I kept turning over in my
mind the change in Nose. What had Pearl meant by his having
to be “in front”? Were drunkenness and outlawry and purposeful
worthlessness the essences of some kind of leadership? Could they
lead anywhere but to this platform draped in crimson cloth? . . .
I wanted to get away. Fear for Nose’s safety was suddenly, vivid-
ly, fear for my own. I looked this way and that, but I knew I
could no more get away than if I were bounded by walls too
thick for an elephant to butt down. I was quickly in control,
sustained by that weirdly calm undercurrent of anger I had been
feeling at the hypocrisy of which human beings seemed to be
capable.
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There were official delays, it seemed. There was no sign yet
of the procession of the authorities and the condemned.

A yellow family near us took a picnic lunch from baskets and
sitting on the dusty ground they ate it.

Now Big Madame Shen spoke to her friends in a murmur. I
was standing directly behind her and could not but overhear—
though “overhear” may be wrong, since to her I was not there,
no more endowed with ears or sense than a rake handle, or a
pole for bean vines to climb on. Can a broom standing in the
corner overhear?

“There will be more beheadings, take my word,” she confided.
“So I am informed by your esteemed friend Shen.” She passed a
fan across her face with a sensuous look—which, though it may
have had to do with her pleasure at being a knowledgeable in-
sider rather than with the substance of what she was saying, was
nonetheless disgusting. “He tells me they have tried the tavern-
keeper Chao-er, and his wife, and this man Wolf’s yellow mistress,
Peach Fragrance, who also calls herself Hsia T ai-t'ai—says she
was married, but no husband has put in an appearance, as you
can imagine—they have tried this miserable household—how
could they be so enamored of white people? —for having a part
in the slaves’ plot, and they will lose their heads, too. Yellow ex-
amples, you see. To let our poorer sort of yellow people under-
stand they had best not mix with whites. So Shen Lao-yeh tells
me.”

Friend P’an’s delight at this news took the form of a stern,
deploring expression.

“And after that, many whites besides. Many.”

Nose! Nose! My rage now was at myself—that I could stand
on the solid ground with a mask on my face and do nothing,
nothing, nothing. The sighing of the crowd around us sounded
all at once like the roar of the smoking breakers on the shoals of
Santa Barbara where the slave ship waited, and I thought I might
faint.

I fastened my eyes, to steady my head, on a side view of curio
dealer P’an’s wrinkled neck and face, as he digested what Madame
Shen had been saying. Suddenly I had to fight down a crazy
laugh. He was so tickled by my mistress’s promises of more be-
headings that his face had grown gray with a conscientious
severity.
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These people thought that we slaves comprehended little or
nothing, but I could see all I needed to see; my fury, outgoing
again, subdued my fears again.

P’an said to his slaves, “Now pay close mind, Goose! Hairy!
I want you to learn a lesson today, and learn it well.”

A small procession had appeared from our left hand and was
now approaching the platform and the mat sheds along a roped-
off passageway. Two mandarins led the way, in scarlet cloaks
with voluminous cowls which were pulled up over their official
hats; they had a strange, sinister appearance. Then, surrounded
by a handful of guards and four executioners dressed in funereal
white, came Wolf and Fish Bait, bare to the waist in the cool
spring air—but what could a chill matter to them? Their forearms
were tightly bound together behind their backs, and strips of
paper three feet long, with large characters describing their crime,
hung down their backs from their necks.

The party proceeded to the mat sheds, where the mandarins
sat behind tables arranged in the shade. The condemned men
kneeled. I saw some officials talking to Wolf, occasionally point-
ing up at the platform, and I supposed that they were trying one
last time to extract from him, in the face of death, a full con-
fession of the slave plot.

1 saw Wolf clearly; we were no more than forty paces away.
He kneeled upright and silent, not refractory or heroic in bearing,
merely sullen—true to himself.

The palaver ended. Neither Wolf nor Fish Bait would open his
mouth. With formalistic flourishes one of the mandarins wrote
some large characters in vermilion ink on the papers hanging
on the prisoners’ backs—authority for the executioners to proceed.

Two of these white-clad men led the condemned pair up onto
the platform, placed them on their knees, and began arranging
rope headstalls under their chins, while the other two, wearing
bloodstained yellow leather aprons, went to an altar beside the
mat shed and took up swords, centuries old, having broad, short
blades, like those of cleavers, fixed on long wooden handles carved
with grotesque heads at the ends. They climbed the platform
steps.

I had a shuddering moment of imagining Nose in Wolf’s place,
as an executioner began to stretch Wolf’s neck by pulling on the
rope halter.

“Eyes ahead, Goose. Sharp eyes, Hairy.”
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My mistress, falling back a little, reached for my hand, osten-
sibly to press home the teaching, as P’an was so boomingly doing,
but actually, I judged by the fervor of her damp grip, to rally
my sympathy for her—poor lady, so sensible of pain!

I could not watch. I dropped my eyes and studied the figures
of peonies woven into Venerable P’an’s sea-gray gown.

I heard dull blows, almost simultaneous, I heard the execution-
ers each roaring, “I have killed!” Then I heard the spectators all
shouting, “Good swords! Good swords!”—a superstitious warding
off of the touch of those blades on their own necks.

When I looked up, the executioners were already placing the
two heads in small wooden cages to be displayed at the tops of
high poles at the gate of these grounds, to remind whites of their
mortal duties to yellows.

My heart, though it pounded, was safe. I felt again a surge
of that indignant fury which seemed to flow into a sense of moral
advantage. Not we but these masters and mistresses were the
transgressors—the mandarins in splendid crimson cowls, the
magistrates, the men in yellow leather aprons freshly covered
with blood, the crowd of spectators, these whispering yellow
people. Not Wolf, with his drunken eyes and bird-wing hands,
not stupid Fish Bait dogging his thick torso wherever Wolf might
lead; not the slaves, not the white slaves. Merely being slaves
gave us the advantage, though it might also give us pain, weari-
ness nearly to death, and violent death itself.

I even felt that I was getting a little audacity, but I was unable
to imagine what to do with it.

Yet" 5.

There was a blaze of sunlight in my tight-shut eyes on my
rotten mat that night. I was walking along an out-of-the-way
goat path in the wilderness of chaparral and rabbit brush and
greasewood at the far end of the village at home, daydreaming,
and I was squirrel-small, no more than six or seven, I think.
Turning a bend in the path dotted with goat droppings, I came
on a group of older boys, over ten, becoming hunters, of lizards
at least, and I could see that they had stolen a stray pullet and
thought themselves brave, and they were secretively preparing to
cook it over a small fire. There was a clamor among the boys at
my arrival along that unfrequented path, for fear I would give
them away and they would be whipped every one, and shy, gentle
Wesley Bane—1I saw him decapitated outside our compound wall
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—was among them, and he urged them to give me a taste of the
pullet to glue my tongue to the roof of my mouth, but Gabe,
sticking out his chest, came toward me with deer eyes and told
me that I had not walked on that path at all, I had seen nothing,
I should run directly to the First Methodist Church and get on
my knees and pray to God asking Him to forget that foolish girls
sometimes straggled into the underbrush where dangerous hyenas
and man-eating bears lived. I turned to flee. . . .

I heard Gull sigh on her k’ang. I was awake. But had I been
remembering? Had Gabe, now Nose, denied me beside the path
in that way? Had he really turned me back, made me run? Or
had this simply been a dream?—a reinforcement of that sweet
self-preserving feeling I had had earlier in the day: that I was
not involved, that the happenings all around me had nothing to
do with me? I could turn and run away!

({ A Walk with Mink

In the following days Big Madame Shen was unusually
gentle with me, and my audacity, such as it had been, sickened
and turned into bitterness, which I hid.

The mistress told me one day that she intended to pay me a
compliment: to show her trust in me she was going to leave Big
Young Venerable, of whose person she was wildly jealous, in my
charge, while she and the master went on an outing to Jade
Springs Hill with their friends the P’ans and the Suns. This, she
said, would leave Gull, who usually nursed the boy when the
mistress was out, free to prepare a meal against the party’s return.

So I saw that the mistress’s “trust” was simply her convenience.

My show of pleasure at this announcement of hers was one
of my best bits of acting, and my pretense filled me with as
much laughter as the news itself.

The day was dry and mild, and I took the child for a walk.
We headed southward. Something perverse in me wanted this
bloodthirsty child to feast his eyes on Wolf’s and Fish Bait's heads
in their wooden cages; perhaps he might learn an unexpected
lesson.

Spring had fully come. Fragrant white blossoms like bunches
of grapes hung from the locust trees that lined Hata Gate Street,
and plane trees here and there were spreading out their shiny
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leaves, bigger than human hands, which filtered a shimmering
light on boles mottled with browns, reds, and greens. The boy
skipped ahead of me, and I recklessly let him run. At Sun’s house
I paused, knowing that the yellows were away in the hills, and
Sun’s Mink, seeing me from the gate shield where he was loung-
ing, came out to me. I asked him to join me in a stroll, and,
grinning, he did.

He walked slowly beside me with his tense stooped-over
carriage.

The boy came panting back and, seeing me with Mink, he said,
“I shall tell my mama that you have been idling.”

Mink said, “Do, and I'll skin you like an eel, Big Young Vener-
able.”

The boy ran away with big eyes, laughing but scared. He
began to throw stones, with a great show of bravery, at tree
trunks.

I felt ashamed of my notion of taking the child to see the heads
on display, and we bore right, toward the gates of the Forbidden
City.

Mink said with a gentleness that startled me almost as much as
the suddenness with which he brought the subject up, “Nose is
as good as dead.”

Did Mink, too, know about those few minutes in the dark room
at Chao-er’s?

Mink asked me if I had heard what Cassia Cloud had been
doing. There was a lot of talk among the slaves, he said, about
that bitch fox.

“I know that she told the magistrates about the ‘plot, as she
called it.”

“Worse than that,” Mink says. “She has gone mad. She is tell-
ing them new things every day. She’s inventing. The magistrates
are off their heads, too. They keep asking her for more, more,
more, so we hear, and she can’t help herself—she has to give it
to them.”

At the Board of Punishments, the day before, Cassia Cloud had
given a deposition which, in short, accused Nose of having en-
listed a slave named Weasel to help set the fire in the Forbidden
City; Weasel's wife was said to be a slave to certain yellow mem-
bers of the Imperial household, and was supposed to be a cook
within the Forbidden City, and was to be the men’s accomplice,
according to the whore.
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Mink squatted in the dust to draw me a diagram of some of the
palaces in the Forbidden City—the fires were here, Weasel's
wife was said to have her kitchen here; then, half rising, Mink
crouched partway between his tracings in the gutter and what
passed with him for being erect, and he vehemently said, “Weasel
is one of our Coal Hill Boys, and Nose belongs to the Drum Tower
Boys, and you know, White Lotus, you aren’t going to see any two
such men whisper together. Milk and vinegar don’t mix.”

Cassia Cloud’s whole tale had been a lie. Mink was in a fury,
which had grown on him as he had paid out the account of Cas-
sia Cloud’s informing. He looked up at me from his stooping posi-
tion. . . . Weasel had been taken up by the bannermen—good as
dead. He had not been anywhere near the Forbidden City the day
it burned, he had alibis that would stretch to the Western Hills.
He and Nose hated each other—could not have plotted together.

“What do you suppose is the matter with her?” I asked.

“Some of the men say she’s got ice at the root of her belly, and
that’s why they want to set fire to her down there to punish her.”

“It can’t be just that,” I said. “She hates everybody—white and
yellow.”

“Maybe the bastard magistrates are paying her. Maybe she’s
doing it for money.”

“Ai, no. Look, Mink. She has mandarins listening to her with
their mouths sagging open. Don’t forget she was trash—in-
dentured for slitting a purse, wasn’t it?”

“I think she wants to get back at our boy Weasel—he probably
had her for a few coppers over there at Chao-er’s. He’s a brave
boy with the pants-sword, I know that.”

“What about Nose, then?”

“Maybe she wants to get back at him for not taking her.”

“He wouldn’t want her,” I said, trying to be careful how my
voice sounded.

“That’s the point,” Mink said.

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “It’s more than that. It's a chance
for her. It's a big chance to be somebody.”

The little yellow boy in my charge came running back to me
on the dusty street. Something along the way—perhaps a snarl
from a slave pulling a water cart along the street, across whose
path the boy may have run—had frightened him. He clung to my
gown and looked up at me, weeping, and my heart, racked beyond
bearing, suddenly melted for him, for his childish terror of noth-
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ing at all, and I ran my fingers tenderly through his hair and be-
gan to sing a home song.

(( A Nest of Wasps

A woman slave we did not know came one morning to
our gate (harmony in all the courtyards!) saying she belonged
to the widow Fan, in Sixth Hutung close to carpenter Kao, and
that Kao’s Old Pearl was lying badly sick on her brick bed in the
shed off the carpenter’s kitchen insistently calling out for Shen
Ch’ing-wu’s White Lotus.

When Bean, the gateman, reported this to us in the back court-
yard, Gull dropped a ladle on the floor and said I had best not go.

This made me angry, and I said, “Best for whom? Best for
you?”

Gull said with a calm that enraged me even more, “Good time
to lay quiet, girl.”

“When your friend calls your name?”

“Kao’s Old Pearl is not a good slave. I saw her drunk in the
market.”

Then I said bitterly in English, “Watch out! A witch is passing!
A witch!—But if you aren’t a witch yourself, you don’t turn your
eyes to look.”

I left with the widow Fan’s slave, having urgently asked my
mistress’s permission to go. “For a very few minutes,” the mis-
tress had said. “You have the Autumn Retreat to clean.”

Old Pearl was lying on a straw tick on her brick bed, talking
wildly in our old white tongue. Her skin hung like dewy cobwebs
on her bones. When I touched her and spoke to her, her eyes
glittered and with a rattling voice she said in the yellows’ lan-
guage, “Fetch Shen’s White Lotus. Shen Ch’ing-wu’s Small White
Lotus for me. White Lotus! White Lotus!”

I spoke loudly, “Old Pearl! I am White Lotus! I'm here.”

But she looked through me and asked for me. I had a moment’s
irrational fear that just as I often seemed nonexistent to the yel-
lows I might now be fading from the sight of my own kind. I
shook Pearl’s shoulders. She groaned and closed her eyes. Soon
she began to ramble again in our flat Arizona accent—gobbets
of supernatural tales, bits of magic recklessly jumbled—until
there began a series of deep coughs that seemed to shake the
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whole flimsy lean-to. Then she lay still, and I knew she was dead.

I ran into the shop to tell the terrible carpenter Kao. Without
emotion he told me he had already made a box. Would I get some
men slaves to carry her remains in this box to the whites’ bury-
ing ground? Then suddenly, to my astonishment, I saw grief on
his face, and he said the woman had cost him a hundred and
eighty taels and he had never got a decent copper’s worth of
work out of her.

I went home and got the mistress’s reluctant permission to
round up some slaves to bury my friend. I ran to Sun’s for Mink’s
help. On Stilts borrowed a two-wheeled cart from a vendor of
baskets he knew. Mink conscripted three ragged white men,
strangers to me, and got some shovels somehow, and in the
afternoon our little procession went down Hata Gate Street, into
the Outer City, beyond the built-up section, past the farms and
ponds at last to the slaves’ ground in the farthest corner of the
southern city walls, with a cluster of potters’ sheds and kilns at
the center and the many haphazard mounds now mostly covered
with knee-high grass and weeds. In two hours we put Pearl down.
The three ragged men spoke only in the yellows’ tongue. I had
suffered agonies of superstitious fear and remorse at being un-
able to prepare the body properly for its passage to the company
of our white-faced God, and again and again, as the strangers dug
—talking loudly, cursing the hardness of the dry clayey ground,
and even laughing, for none of them had known, or cared about,
the dead woman—I remembered the firm voice of our minister,
Reverend Honing, as the body of old Joshua Benton was lowered
into the ground, with the preacher’s assurances of rest, peace,
quiet unto the day of the sorting of souls for salvation. All that
could now keep me in one piece, as the dry clods thumped on the
box after it had been roughly dropped in its narrow hole, was
the memory of the certainty in Preacher Honing’s voice. What was
the good of life if this barren field was to be its goal? Looking
around at the hummocked field, open to the sun except for one
pool of shade under a single ancient pine, I shuddered at the
sight of the crowded graves, unmarked conical mounds, like
yellows™ graves but very small, in order to stress at the very last
our utter insignificance—a nest of hundreds of poor white souls
whose fleshly housings had been thrust underground without a
single word of prayer to God for repose, so that the spirits were
undoubtedly restless, damned, at large, and—remembering their
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lots on earth—furious. I sensed their flying about me like angry
wasps.

(( Names

In the following days, as Nose’s trial approached, I
thought I might be losing my mind—such strange stories came
to my ears.

Item. Peach Fragrance, the yellow fox from Chao-er’s, who,
so far as we had heard, had been loyal to her white friends, sud-
denly, stirred no doubt by envy of Cassia Cloud, vomited out to
the magistrates a weird story of another plot, sworn at another
tavern run by another cobbler, Han, who in a room with ten or
eleven whites, one night, with wine cups going around, said
Peach Fragrance, had churned the slaves up, observing how well
the rich yellow people lived in the Northern Capital, and advising
the slaves to lay hands on the money. “But how?” asked Wu's
Nose, according to this bitch. (This was a lie, a lie! I knew of
Han’s inn; slaves did go there. But Nose was a Drum Tower boy,
a Chao-er man. He never went to Han’s.) “Why, well enough:
Start a fire, burn the houses of those with the most money, and
kill them all,” says Han. “We’ll do it,” says Nose, according to
her. “Yes,” Han says, “we’ll do it well enough. We’ll send into
the countryside for more slaves, and they’ll support us. The sun
will shine brightly, by and by, never fear, my smallies. But if
you tell any of this to the Emperor’s men, I shall leave you here
to be beheaded, I'll run away to the seashore, or into the loess
country; I used to live by the sea. Anyway, no one can touch me,
I have friends, important men know me. The best among the
Emperor’s household will stand behind Han.” So Han said, ac-
cording to the yellow bitch we thought we loved. Peach Fragrance
named names. Besides Wu's Nose, Tu’s Sheep had been there,
she said, and Cheng’s Spade, the late Wang’s Monkey, Ma’s White
Scholar, Chu’s Spear, Ts’ao’s Braveboy. There seemed no reason
in her list; it was sheer caprice and malice; these were not friends.
All were jailed.

Item. Cassia Cloud was infuriated by this upstart’s informing,
and her imagination began to trot like a wounded boar crashing
into any obstacle in its headlong course. Oh, yes, she had often
seen this Hsii’s Quack at Chao-er’s gate in conversation with
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Shih’s Wolf, Ch’en’s Fish Bait, and Wu’s Nose. Lu’s First Boy was
often there enjoying special favors of Chao-er’s daughter, Silver
Phoenix. And around the chalk circle were the widow Kuo’s Card,
Sung’s Cabbage, also called Soldier by the whites. At the swear-
ing of the plot, she saw in Chao-er’s hand a set of yarrow stalks,
the diviner’s shafts, and he made some passes and scattered them
on a table and studied their arrangement, and he said, “Now you
must keep secrecy about the plot; the stalks say that indiscretion
will lead to eye cataracts, stubbed toes, long voyages in storms.”
And Nose said, “I won’t lose my eyesight! I will not tell a word
of it, even if the yellow people put my head in a cage on a pole!”

Item. Most depressing of all: The whites in their confusion be-
gan to inform against each other. Ch’ien’s Shuttlecock, an elderly
slave who was notoriously “good”—we had never seen him in the
taverns, and the Imperial beaters and bell-ringers had never
convoyed him around the town—this Shuttlecock sanctimoniously
told how Hsii’s Quack had tried to enlist his help in setting fire
to the Forbidden City, but he, Shuttlecock, had said he was a
dutiful man and would not run the risk of a sword at his neck;
that he had heard Wu’s Nose say he was going to plant coals in
his master Wu’s godown, and he would set some merry fires else-
where in the city. . . . And he told tales on Lin’s Strong, Tu’s
Sheep, Captain Su’s Jumping Stick, Captain Yiian’s Whitehair,
Lu’s Beetle, Ma’s Stupid, Yeh's Heavenly Spirit, a fiddler, and
Wang’s Fortune—all jailed at once. And no sooner was Wang's
Fortune jailed than he gladly told the judges how Weasel, a slave
of Hsii, the money-changer, had invited him to a certain kitchen
in the Forbidden City, where his wife cooked, to drink a few cups
of baigar, and how Weasel on his third cup had said we would
soon see great alterations in the Forbidden City. . . .

([ Scorpion

I went on a day when Old Bow’s muscles were knotted
with rheumatism to fetch tea water at Yang’s well. Several slaves
were discreetly murmuring there. There was no laughter. There
seemed to be a heavy weight on our backs in the still setting. The
slaves at the well, who had used to pitch pennies, crack peanuts,
tell jokes, box, and flirt with any girls who brought buckets, now
scemed sluggish and surly. Every recent day had brought new
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setbacks and amazements. Not satisfied with having found
Chao-er and his wife guilty of receiving the goods stolen from
Feng's, the magistrates had tried them for inciting our famous
plot, found them in the wrong as a matter of course, and had be-
headed them; besides displaying the tavern-keeper’s head, the
authorities had trussed up his truncated body in chains and left
it hanging as a stern reminder, in an open place in the Outer City
near the Temple of Heaven. Sixty slaves, all men save five or six,
were in jail, named by the insatiable Cassia Cloud, by Peach
Fragrance, and, alas, by their own fellow slaves in hope of mercy.
Cassia Cloud’s excesses of lying had become flagrant, but so
hysterical was the entire city that it greeted each new invention
of hers with new courtesies and honors. She had said under
Imperial oaths whatever drifted into her skull: that Shih’s Wolf
had given Chao-er fifty taels of stolen silver to go up into the
countryside and buy spears, swords, and pistols for the slaves to
use in slaughtering their masters; that she had seen in Chao-er’s
tavern a bag of shot and a keg of gunpowder; that Chao-er had
tried to bribe her to swear the plot, offering her silks and silver
rings.

And now, as I stood waiting in the spiritless clump of slaves to
draw water, I saw the men suddenly stiffen, as if at the sight of a
scorpion, and I turned and saw this same Cassia Cloud running
toward Chao-er’s tavern, to fetch some belongings, presumably,
for she lived now under the night protection of Under-Sheriff
Wu. The slave Cabbage, sometimes called Soldier by his white
friends, who had been named to the magistrates by Cassia Cloud
but had not yet been arrested, burst from the group at the well
and dashed into the street and blocked the bitch’s passage. She
looked at him with eyes that were like two little overturned
thimbles spilling out their contents of brown liquid dread.

“You gave my name to the judges,” Soldier said.

“No!” she cried, raising one hand and fluttering it back and
forth, as if to dust Soldier out of her future. “No, no, I never.”

“You said it. I know from Bone, the slops man at the jail.”

“I never used your name, Sung’s Cabbage,” she said in a
pleading voice.

“You female turtle!” Soldier cried. “It was not best for you.
You're going to get fire in your crotch under your gown.”

“No! No!” she wailed, and ran around him.

The next day Soldier was taken to jail. And Bone, a freedman
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who swept the jail and poured out the prisoners’ fecal buckets,
who had been manumitted by a dying master, a free man though
white, a slops-carrier though free—Bone, whom Soldier had in-
advertently named, was in jail, too, to stay. They had to find
another white freedman to carry out the pails of ordure, for no
yellow man in the Emperor’s city would do such a thing.

( The Ultimate Badness

A seepage of hysteria spread through the yellow com-
munity. The yellows apparently believed every word of every in-
former, and the converted elephant pens grew more and more
crowded.

Our masters went about grim-faced and silent, but our mis-
tresses, strangely exhilarated by the tension in the city, became
like magpies: sociable in alarm. The gentle ladies of the Northern
Capital had taken up with lively enthusiasm the education of
their female slaves, by herding them to trials at the Board of
Punishments—tutelage, that is, in docility, virtuous servility, de-
votion to owners, reverence of owners’ ancestors, and respect for
“good swords.” Big Madame Shen had long been saying that she
wanted to watch a proceeding, and late in the fifth month she
procured, in the name of precautionary instruction, her husband’s
permission to take Gull and me to the Board of Punishments to
see a trial.

She had waited for the trial of Nose—who was, as every yellow
matron knew, “something special.” I remembered the mistress’s
glistening eyes, as she had asked me, that evening of my shame,
“Is he strong?”

The locus of the trial was a sumptuous high-roofed hall, with
crimson columns supporting a ceiling on which were pictured
reed-legged cranes and herons in effortless flight. The walls bore
gilded panels incised with willow leaves. Ai, that stifling sensi-
tivity of our masters’ civilization!

Big Madame Shen was ushered forward to a section of lacquered
armchairs where many yellow mistresses sat in their fine clothes,
while Gull and I were shooed like backyard fowl to the rear of
the hall into a barricaded area already crowded with slave women,
who were standing.

Three magistrates in embroidered gowns were seated cross-
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legged on a high dais draped in red velvet. A representative of the
Censorate sat on a straight chair behind them on one side, and
on the other stood an official holding a banner which was furled
and encased in an oilskin cover—the insignia of oblivion, which
would not be unfurled except to announce a death sentence.

At our right, in a thicket of gleaming columns, was a spacious
pen, or enclosure, where the Ears of the Court, about fifty cour-
tier-mandarins in splendid gowns, had plenty of room to stand
and walk about, and Gull and I could see the head and shoulders,
among the others’, of our own master, Shen Ch’ing-wu, scholar
and sub-curator. He was wearing his corded-wolf’s-paw bow on
his queue; evidently he thought it not too aggressive for this
spell of justice. Barristers, chamberlains, clerks, and recorders in
gowns similar to those of the Ears, though less grand, bustled
about the forepart of the hall.

A high double door opened on the right side of the room near
the Ears’ pen, and four bannermen came in escorting—my knees
suddenly seemed made of dry cloth—Nose, who wore, after all,
the tunic I had fetched him, which he had said he did not want.
He looked wan and listless. He was led to a low wooden stool
before the magistrates’ dais.

There ensued a flurry of kowtows, obeisances, nods, pumping
of clenched hands, and salutes of infinitely subtle degrees of
humility, involving every official person in the hall, which would
have been irresistibly comical had it not been for the sight of
Nose, at the bottom of the heap, knocking his forehead on the
marble floor in every direction. How strangely eager to please he
seemed!

I suddenly remembered the great Mort Blain and his retinue
crawling on their bellies across the dusty courtyard in Palm
Springs toward the Syndicate bosses, and with a shudder I realized
that it had not been beyond whites to imitate (but rather badly)
the hypocrisy of yellow power. It was the powerful man’s love
of his place and his fear of losing it that set the stamp of hideous
falseness on this polite ceremony.

As the trial progressed I was more and more horrified by the
elaborateness of the ritual before me, which seemed to hide, as
the jewellike enamel of cloisonné hides the base metal under-
neath, the ugly truth of the trial. Clerks cried, “Make proclama-
tion for silence!” Chamberlains hinted at the unmentionable name
of the Dragon Countenance. Bailiffs chanted formulas announcing
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successive phases of the proceeding. Mandarins shot their wide
sleeves, the magistrates sipped tea.

What did this rigmarole mean? I saw that Nose was looking
blankly around the hall, listening not at all to the drone of the
proceedings.

At one point it seemed necessary to interrupt the depositions
of witnesses and informers, in order that the Ears might erupt
from their pen and present themselves, one by one, falling to
knees and kowtowing, to the magistrates. How strange! When
Big Venerable Shen kowtowed with his splendid wolf’s-paw bow
whipping uppermost, I felt some sort of disgusting pride, as Gull
also apparently did, and we informed our neighbor slaves that
that one, with the fiercest queue of any, was our master. Our
neighbors nodded, seemed impressed by our connection with the
corded wolf’s paw, and passed along the word, and other white
women leaned forward to look around at us, smiling and bobbing
their heads. I felt important. I also felt slightly sick.

The catalogue of Nose’s crimes. Lawyers’ modulations! Wicked,
malicious, willful, felonious, conspiratorial, voluntary . . .

“And so forth, and so forth.” Over and over! The phrase in the
yellows” language was teng-teng-ti, which pounded on my ears
like physical blows. Was this chain of and-so-forths to be Nose’s
claim to be remembered?

Hai! Here was Cassia Cloud! She was kneeling on the de-
ponents’ stool, which was slightly higher than Nose’s, and a fat
mandarin was walking back and forth giving little verbal prods
to her “memory.” How she had changed in manner from the
squat girl stopped in the street by Soldier! She was composed,
chin-tilted, alert to her prestige—yet helplessly vulgar.

“Did the prisoner Nose ever threaten you in any way?”

Cassia Cloud wrung her hands in what must have seemed to
her a gesture of delicacy. “Yes, yes. He. Wolf and Fish Bait. And
all them. To burn me under my gown, in that particular place.”
She almost fell off the stool producing a prim shudder.

“Can you tell me of an occasion when this Nose imposed upon
your person?”

“I remember there at Chao-er’s one night after the swearing.
The whites were talking about their plot, and someone said per-
haps she would inform on them, meaning myself. But Nose, he
said that no, she would not tell, not she, he intended to have her,
meaning myself, for a wife, and he ran up to me with his hand
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out to grasp at my gown below and feel me. I had a dishrag in my
hand, and I dabbed it very smartly in his dirty pig face. He backed
off, believe me.”

As she elaborated her story of Nose’s leadership of the plot,
Cassia Cloud invented many new details. Cassia Cloud was good
of her kind. She was like certain natural gossips, who are unable
to see, and so are unable to talk about, anything but the evil,
the macabre, the stunted, the malicious, the purely diseased in
their fellow beings.

A series of deponents gave various pictures, some of which
burned my mind. An informer—a white man!—from the elephant
pens, for instance, told how Nose “sits off in a corner by himself,
won’t speak to anybody, hums songs sometimes, weeps often.”
An Imperial pumper swore he had seen Nose inside Wu’s godown
while it was on fire. A guardsman told of Nose’s spilling the
buckets in the chain at the fire in the Forbidden City, slapping his
bare feet in the mud he had made. The gutter-solderer Han, asked
if his firepot could have ignited the roof of the palace, said, “I
doubt that, Honors, for it was an enclosed pot, like a chimney
lantern, with a little mouth here, you see, to put in my irons, and
I was careful to put this part, the back, you see, toward the wind.
It was not my fire that did it, Honors.” Several whites told lies
about the palace fire—for what? for money? for safety? —against
Nose; stories that I knew to be lies.

Then for the first time I saw Nose’s owner: Wu Li-shih of the
Revenue Board. This mandarin was not obliged to kneel on the
deponents’ stool; a special chair was brought for him.

The fat questioner asked, “The day of the fire, Elder-born Wu,
what were Nose’s movements?”

“I set the man to sewing a pennant on a hame. That’s all I
know of it.”

“As to his character in general, Elder-born Wu, what can you
say?”

“I would best not speak as to that.”

The loyalty of the master! I wondered just what Big Venerable
Shen—or, for it would be more interesting, the mistress—would
say about me to the magistrates. I was her sweet child; I was so
good to her; her trust in me was absolute; dear child; sweet White
Lotus! . .. I would best not speak as to that. . . .

And yet, come to think of it, Nose had dedicated himself to the
cause of worthlessness. He was bad. How fiercely, for a moment,
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I envied him!—for I had no answer to the yellows. Nose was at
least, for good reason, bad all the way through.

And then, as if he were indeed so bad that he wanted to take
away from me even these shreds of comfort, of admiration, of
love of his nihilism, Nose, being questioned, turned out to be
docile, abject, respectful, apologetic—all that a man with any
sincerity in his badness would utterly scorn.

“Come, come, Wu's small slave, speak. What do you say for
yourself? What have you to offer?”

Nose, in a low and civil voice: “I have nothing to say.”

One of the magistrates, thunderstruck by this quiet tone from
the tiger he had heard so much about: “You did all this that
they've been saying? You lit the fires?”

Nose: “If you say so, Big Venerable Honor.”

The fat questioner, suddenly seeming blown up to twice his
former size, his cheeks and his grammar both ballooning with
astonishment: “What? What? We understood you have been
offering all along nothing but peremptory denials of the totality.
Nothing to say?”

Nose: “I will say whatever you wish me to say, Big Venerable
Honor.”

The authorities were all furious at him, and I saw that Nose,
shrewd to the marrow, had sensed that the ultimate badness
might be gentle goodness. Beautiful man! How he had tricked
them!

The chief magistrate, addressing a summary to the Ears, was
venting his rage at Nose’s submissiveness, though in a voice as
flat as the Eastern Plains: “ . . this dirty white criminal on his
stool has been indulged with the same sort of proceeding as is
due to free men of our own yellow race, though the Merciful
Dragon Countenance might well have moved against him in a
more summary way. The depositions of whites, in the manner in
which we have admitted them here, are warranted by special
decree of the Merciful Dragon Countenance. . .."

I saw the bearer of the flag of death lower its staff and begin
to untie the oilskin covering.

“But, Worshipful Ears, the monstrous ingratitude of this white
race is what exceedingly aggravates their guilt. Their slavery
among us is generally softened with great indulgence and solici-
tude; they live without cares and are commonly better fed and

\
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clothed and are put to less labor than the poor people of most
countries. They are indeed slaves, but under the protection of the
impartial decrees of the Merciful Dragon Countenance, so none
can hurt them with impunity, and they are really Lappier in this
place than in the midst of the continual plunder, cruelty, and
rapine of their native land. Yet notwithstanding all the kindness
and tolerance with which these people have been treated, we see
these heinous crimes, these proven plots to kill and burn. . . .”

The flag was unfurled—it was pure whitel—and the bearer
was slowly waving it back and forth. I partly wanted to cover my
ears, because behind and under the words of the chief magistrate
I had begun to hear echoes of a crowd shouting, “Good swords!
Good swords!”

The magistrate was now addressing Nose: “. . . You, and the
rest of your color, though called slaves in this country, yet you
are all far, very far, from the condition of other slaves in other
lands; no, your lot is superior to that of thousands upon thousands
of yellow people. You are furnished with all the necessities of life
—meat, drink, shelter, clothing—without charge or care, in a
much better manner than you could provide for yourselves, were
you at liberty. What then could prompt you to undertake so vile,
so wicked, so monstrous, so exccrable, so vicious . . .”

Nose’s head was bowed, and my dread of the sword’s blow on
it grew and grew, until I heard the chief magistrate say: . . . the
sentence I am now to pronounce, which is: That you be carried
from this hall to the place from which you came here, and from
there, on the fourth day of the sixth moon, between the hours of
noon and curfew, to a special place of execution upon the side
of the Coal Hill, where you shall be chained to a post and burned
to death, being paid for fire with fire, according to the explicit
wish of the Merciful Dragon Countenance, and may your wretched
soul go promptly to its destination.”

( The Lists

In the days following Nose’s trial I was gripped every
moment by a feeling of hollowness. Twice at night, as I tried to
flee into sleep, there flashed into my mind vivid pictures of the
column of ants, a dark, secthing stripe on the uneven ground,
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advancing toward me. My feet were rooted like cactus columns.
If anything was fearful, it was that I felt no fear. I simply stood
there. . ..

One morning after breakfast, the master, who looked more and
more gaunt each day, as if his devout sweetness were gnawing at
his vitals like a cancer, called Old Bow into the parlor and told
him that the palace was to issue a proclamation that day promis-
ing the Emperor’s pardon to anyone who confessed a part in the
slaves’ plot to burn and kill, and who named his confederates.
Gently Big Venerable Shen advised Old Bow to take full advantage
of this offer.

Old Bow was outraged. “I have been at home,” he vigorously
said. “Every night of my life. I never swore the plot. With my bad
knee I don’t run around. I never join those tavern lice. Big
Venerable, you are talking to Old Bow!”

The master said, “I know you, Bow. You are a loyal man. I know
you, and I think you are. I am only trying to say to you, it would
be best for you to confess, be pardoned in the Emperor’s behalf,
and have a clean name.”

“Big Venerable, I never swore!”

“I understand, Old Bow, I understand. Please open your ears.
It is too dangerous otherwise.”

“Are you saying, Master, that I should confess to something I
never did?”

At this our master blurted out what may have been an in-
voluntary truth; a reflex of his own guilty doubts: “It is better
to confess a lie and live than be accused by a lie and die.”

Old Bow, his dignity falling off him like a husk from a seed,
dropped to his knees and said, “Big Venerable, what must I do,
Big Venerable?”

The master said he would tell him what to do. He should wait
two or three days; the master would advise him.

When Old Bow told Gull and me in the kitchen of this scene,
we wept—for him, for ourselves, for every slave; though for me
the crying was dull and scant relief. Since Nose’s trial everything
had been flat, my emotions had seemed to evaporate away, I felt
like a skinful of dust. Nothing mattered, and I was scarcely
capable of indignation, sorrow, or even self-pity. I still had a
withered bit of misery in me, though, and now I felt some of it
for this crepitant, misanthropic Old Bow, whose only wrong-
doing in life had been his keeping to himself.



The Chalk Circle ( 181

That afternoon we heard of a public report of the proclamation,
and within a couple of days we heard of its consequences: a rash
of confessions, name-naming, and arrests. Women were now
being named in large numbers. The slaves of the city were
stampeding to save their own white skins at any cost.

Now each evening we had grim visiting to do at neighbors’
gates: passing on lists. A slave would come to our kitchen and
recite several times the lists of names—confessed, informed
upon, on trial, arrested—and we would have to listen with utmost
care, in order to memorize, to be able to spread the word.

Mink came to us one evening, and as he stood by the brick
oven reciting the lists his round shoulders on his tiny torso seemed
more stooped than ever; his look of craftiness and mischief had
given way to a stare . . . into the pit of nonsense; at the dangerous
absurdities through which we daily moved, waiting for worse.

“Confessions: Wei’s Water Chestnut, Kuo’s White Prince
Wang’s Fortune, Chu’s Mink—he’s no Mink!—Cheng’s Spade,
Ma’s White Scholar, Sung’s Cabbage or Soldier, Tu’s Sheep, and
Yian’s Whitehair, some call him Ticklebowl. On trial today:
Ts’ao’s Braveboy—you know him, don’t you, Old Bow?”

“He didn’t swear,” Bow said. “The turtles! Braveboy never swore
the plot.”

“Widow Kuo’s Card, T’ang’s Money . . .”

Mink broke off. He would not look at me. He said, as if to
Gull, “Here’s a list of names the bastard Ticklebowl gave them:
Su’s woman Snow Fig, Tung’s Chairboy, Sun’s woman Courteous
Poppy—1I think the turtle just wants some girls to play with in the
jail there—Feng’s Drum, Lii’s Tallboy, and he gave Shen’s White
Lotus.”

I was still trying to fix the names in my memory when I found
myself in Gull’s arms, realizing.

But why Ticklebowl? He was nothing to me, or I to him. He
had seen me at Chao-er’s, but I could not remember that we had
ever even spoken to each other.

“The authorities gave the list to that bitch Cassia Cloud,” Mink
told us, “and she said, ‘Yes, Masters, all of them were in it except
Li’s Tallboy,” and she said, ‘Shen’s White Lotus was one of the
first to swear in the chalk circle, and she slept with Wu Li-shih’s
Nose in one of the rooms in Chao-er’s tavern.””

So now. So now the minutes in the dark room belonged to
whoever wanted to listen.

>
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0ld Bow said, “They’ll come to get you, small girl.” I heard
contempt in his voice.

Gull said to Bow, “You'd better go spit it out, Old Bow, the way
the master told you to. They're going to chop off all our heads,
every one.”

I could not tell at dinner that night whether the master and
mistress had heard that I had been named. Big Venerable Shen’s
eyes were like attic windows back in Arizona—dusty, glassy,
opening on an empty place. He was short-tempered, and the
mistress apparently got hurt feelings over something and slammed
her mouth shut. I made a hundred mistakes, and no one seemed
to care.

( A Demonstrative Parting

It turned out that my owners did not know about my
having been named, because when the bannermen came for me
the next morning Big Madame had a wholly unrehearsed attack
of crying, with some laughter intermixed, and she tore her hair
and undid her coiffure without hope of my restoring it, for I was
going to jail. It would do no good to try to hold off until the
master returned from the Board of Punishments. The men had
an Imperial order with a score of official chops on it. “Hooo!” the
mistress wailed, with an underpinning of gasping that sounded
like giggles; she was near breaking some things.

I went as I was. The mistress embraced me and, in a paroxysm
of her avowals of love for me and dependence on me, scratched
my neck with her fingernails. And then, as we were parting, 1
saw a secret in her perfectly dry eyes. It was only a glint, but I
saw it. She was terrified of me. She was glad to have me taken
off. She wanted me locked away. I was very much afraid myself,
but I walked off between the constables with a feeling of exulta-
tion mixed with my dread. I was fifteen years old, and I was an
object of great fear.

( A Game of Dice

I was marched up Hata Gate Street between two tall
bannermen carrying staves, and I must admit I felt important.
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Scarce anyone looked at us, for an arrest of a slave was by no
means a scandal any more, but I do believe my two powerful
escorts wore a foolish look complementary to my youthful swag-
ger. So much brawn to fish for this tiny carp!

All my feeling of grandeur and jauntiness blew away like sum-
mer smoke the moment the elephant door banged shut behind
me.

The thick-walled chamber had been a pen for a pair of ele-
phants. Some twenty paces wide and thirty long, it contained two
platforms, three paces by six, raised knee-high from the floor,
on which the elephants had stood, chained by the legs to pairs
of stone pillars. Tiny high openings gave scant light and air.

Men and women slaves were mixed together in the pen; there
were about a dozen women among a hundred men.

These prisoners were sitting, squatting, and lying in tangled
clusters on the brick floor in clothes for the most part rendered
filthy by the dust of elephant dung clinging to the ill-swept bricks.
The odor was foul, the air dark, the mood—despite a buzz of
chatter and occasional hoots of loud laughter—was one of de-
jection and corruption more soul-drowning even than that of the
women’s hold on the East Garden.

I stood alone. My eyes swept the pen for a sight of Nose. I saw
him at last, sitting against a wall with his forehead down on his
drawn-up knees; I recognized his shoulders—in the tunic I had
brought him. I wanted to go over and touch his back, let him
know I had been taken up, but I did not.

A woman, Sun’s Courteous Poppy, beckoned to me, and I went
and crouched beside her, but soon I found her garlicky breath
and simpering unbearable.

Near us on a corner of one of the elephant platforms four men
were setting trained crickets to fight each other and betting on
the outcome, and their group was the rowdiest in the pen, and
thinking that Nose must rouse himself at some time, and that
gaming and callousness would surely draw him, I crawled on
hands and knees toward the men, watching them. These four
—Lu’s Beetle, Widow Kuo’s Card, Ma’s White Scholar, and
Yian’'s Whitehair, or Ticklebowl, who for reasons I could not
fathom had named me to the magistrates—immediately haled
me in and adopted me as a kind of mascot. They kept to their
corner of the platform and made much of me. They ordered me
to tend their little bamboo fighting-cricket cages, tiny jails within
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the jail, which had been smuggled in to them somehow, and
they had me record in my head their complicated debts to one an-
other, a reckoning that gave them an illusion of a future.

Gradually I felt, like a blast of damp cellar air, the real chill
of the pen: a bitterness among the prisoners, not merely against
the whites, but against each other. Within a few hours I saw the
whole depressing picture. Each was for himself. So many slaves
—at least a score—had now been condemned to death that a
panic was on. The thing to do was to save one’s own skin, and
that meant confessing and denouncing in exchange for an
Emperor’s pardon. White was informing on white—yet ironically
there was a currency passing around that one had to pick up, by
guile or by goodness, before one could make a viable confession:
the agreed circumstances. The slaves counseled together on the
story they should tell and then used it to save themselves severally
even if that meant abandoning each other to the sword. A de-
tailed myth of the plot had been evolved for confessional pur-
poses, and no one could safely go before the magistrates with
admissions that did not interlock with the myth. Enmities were
being paid off, but friendships were not being rewarded. The
deadly game was disgusting and compelling, I could see that
I had better busy myself at it.

The sight of Nose sickened me—so dreary, motionless, limp—
though I kept up with my four patrons a show of wild cheerful-
ness. Once Nose raised his head, and he looked in the general
direction of our noisy corner, and I was on the point of jumping
up and threading my way across the crowded floor to speak to
him, when down the head went again. His face—an old man’s!

Bit by bit my four men endowed me with the great myth: who
was supposed to have met whom by what slave postern to plan
which fire, about the supposed meeting in Big Venerable Ma’s
kitchen, and how Yeh’s Heavenly Spirit was supposed to have
pulled out the two strings of cash he had earned fiddling and
showed them to Tu’s Sheep to urge the man to let him into the
plotting. . . .

We slept curled on the bricks. We were like a pond of frogs at
night; we put up a racket of groaning, unhealthy snorts, snoring,
and starts from bad dreams, with cries.

For my part I fell into a deep sleep in the first hours but I awoke
drenched in sweat and convinced that the end of the world was
coming. I remembered, with a terrifying vividness, a half-mad,
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long-haired, barefooted Californian would-be prophet who had
come to our village when I was seven or eight and had stood
outside our village hedge screaming for three days and nights
about the beast of the sea, marked with the number six six six,
with seven heads and ten horns, and the angels pouring out the
vials of wrath like the blood of a dead man, and men gnawing
their tongues for pain, and the woman arrayed in purple and
scarlet, the mother of harlots and abominations, and Babylon
the cage of every unclean and hateful bird—and on and on to
the binding of Satan for a thousand years. Finally someone threw
a silver dollar over the hedge, and he stopped screaming and
went away.

All through this night I yearned to be beside Nose. He was the
one who was condemned, but I needed his comfort!

My second day in jail the weather was hot. A yellow doctor
visited us; Ma’s White Scholar said the masters were afraid we
might die of some pestilence rather than by chopper or torch;
hence their solicitude. Of course the yellows were obsessed with
smallpox, which would not discriminate between the classes of
men, slave and owner, and which might start in our filth and
spread to the town. They did not clean our pens, however.

That day Old Bow appeared with a gloomy face, resigned to
confessing lies. I tried to urge my quartet of rapscallions to take
him in, but Old Bow was much too mechanical for their disen-
chanted club. He sat alone, staring. He would have a long wait,
for since the Emperor’s proclamation the list of applicants for
confession had grown exceedingly long.

Nose remained listless, melancholy; I stayed away from him.

I laughed often, I must admit—what else could one do? The
staple in our circle for crazy laughter was Cassia Cloud: how a
confessor would think up a new detail to add to the myth, and
she would follow with a grave confirmation, Oh, yes, just so! I
did indeed see Cheng’s Spade there, gone soldierly on three bowls
of wine and swearing to stab his big master in the liver. Lu’s
Beetle was in particular a ready laugher. He would pummel his
thighs and hoot with his head thrown back and his teeth gleam-
ing like the rows of ivory “stones” in the game the Shens played
often at night on an inlaid board.

For some reason I thought of Kathy Blaw’s raucous shout in
the coffle, long ago, that the yellows would devour us all. She had
not been so far wrong at that.
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On an oppressive night as I lay on my back awake, unable to
sleep in the fetid, motionless air, I felt a hand grope on my thigh,
then my dirty gown was pulled up to my hips, and some man took
me quickly, entering with difficulty into my indifference and driv-
ing at my vitals, with what must have been a pent-up hatred of
all mankind. For a moment, while it was happening, I had a wild
hope that it was Nose—that he had crept across the room to me;
but I knew that this was an absurd idea, for Nose was unaware
of my presence in the pen, so far as I knew, and this man’s im-
portunity was different from his. I did not know which man it
was, though by his goings-on next day, his plaguing me for his
cricket-fighting standings, humming, assuming tigerish poses, I
thought perhaps it was Widow Kuo’s Card.

Every night after that at least one man, and sometimes two
or three, mounted my fifteen-year-old body. I did not take to it.
I did not feel either useful or desirable, and I did not offer myself
to Nose.

One morning I saw five men led out of the pens to be beheaded:
Fang’s Old Hammer, the harmless old drunk, who had been con-
demned despite a dutiful confession, Hsii’'s Quack, Captain Su’s
Jumping Stick, Wang’s Fortune, and Tung’s Chairboy; and so I
knew that despite the proclamation there was no hope for Nose.
The magistrates were going ahead with the executions they had
already decreed.

In callous voices some of our prisoners threw remarks at the
suffering men as they were led out, all silent and compliant save
one, Jumping Stick, who fought, dragged his feet, scratched, and
pleaded.

My patron Lu’s Beetle shouted, “This will pay you back, you
turtle Chairboy, for giving my name and all.”

Ma’s Stupid, one of eight men in the pens who had been con-
demned to be beheaded a week later, lounged loose-hipped against
a stone pillar and called out, “See you in the Buddhists’ heaven,
Fortune! Keep me a good place there, friend!”

Toward evening that same day, the warder called my name
at the gate of our pen. Was I to go before the magistrates? I tried
to neaten myself. Ticklebowl said, “Don’t invent anything, small
child. Except—try to give those crows some new names. They
love new names. They're weary of those old stale names.” Was
this why Ticklebowl had given my name—for novelty’s sake?
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But my call was to talk with Big Madame Shen, who had come
to see me, bringing clean underlinen and a pretty castoff day
gown.

A warder put me in a cubicle, chained to a post, for our chat,
and the mistress was tender with me. How she missed me!

But after a bit I saw an irrepressible excitement creep into her
eyes, and she lowered her voice almost to a whisper. She had not
gone herself to the beheadings that afternoon, but P’an, the curio
dealer, had. “A miracle has happened, White Lotus,” she said.
“Chao-er and Shih’s Wolf, or their heads, at least, in cages as you
know—they have exchanged skins! Chao-er has turned white,
Wolf is yellow. Venerable P’an saw it himself. When they put
up Tung’s Chairboy’s head in a cage beside Chao-er’s they saw
that Chao-er—his face, the skin of his forehead and cheeks—
was whiter than Chairboy’s who was a pale man, they said, and
Chao-er’s hair has become brown and curly, and his nose has
gone sharp and narrow, the mouth wide, the lips thin; and
Venerable P’an heard about how the other one had changed, and
he joined a big crowd around the post with Wolf’s cage on it,
and truly, White Lotus, he says that Wolf, who was lifted earlier,
is exactly the color of one of us, and his nose broad and flat, and
his lips full. Some people believe they took a powder or potion
before they were beheaded, by agreement between them, and that
did it; some think it’s the sun; some swear it’s a sign. What do
you think?”

I thought of a saying we had had at home in Arizona, but of
course it did not cross my lips: To the very end the hunter’s name
clings to the cougar’s meat.

( “Make Them Feel Young Again”

That evening there was a stirring in our pens. Reports
had sifted to us through the thick walls—from visitors, from the
warder, who was not a bad fellow, from the new slops-carrier, a
freed slave named Honest, and from, it seemed, the very gnats
that flew freely in and out the high slots of the pen—which made
us feel, for the first time in weeks, as if a feeble, tremorous ebbing
of hopelessness might take place. Men went from group to group,
saying and hearing:
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That the crowd at the beheadings that afternoon had been far
smaller than at previous executions, for the masters were ap-
parently growing sated on punishments;

That the magistrates and Ears were almost prostrated and
were getting further behind every day; and that these officials
were thinking of issuing wholesale pardons and transporting the
pardoned slaves far away, to Ili and Turkestan, Nepal and Annam,
places said to be warm the year round. . . .

Dusk had come, but still the pens buzzed. My four patrons sat
on their corner of the platform letting the reports come to them.
Through the shadows forms crept, and murmurs eddied like silt-
brown water.

Just before dark the slops-carrier, Honest, came into the pens
for his evening cleanout, and a few minutes later some electrify-
ing whispers went around:

The entire madness of the yellows might be at a turning point.

It seemed that the Emperor’s staff had received a letter from
the warlord of a western province, saying that Islam was planning
to carry a jihad to the realm of the Dragon Countenance, and that
for this purpose had infiltrated many yellow Mohammedans from
the outer provinces, disguised as barber-physicians, tutors, copy-
ists, and teachers of swordplay, into the core towns, supplementing
the sparse Mohammedan communities already there.

This letter was said to have had a sensational effect on the
magistrates, who had widened their hearings to consider the
implications of the letter. Cassia Cloud, who despite her churlish,
thick-wristed manner bent like a cowslip to every shift in wind
direction, had suddenly begun to accuse some of the guardsmen
at the gates of the Forbidden City of being Mohammedans, and
of having put their felt-booted feet in Chao-er's famous chalk
circle. Little Yii-li, the yellow teacher of ritual swordplay, who
had in fact supplied wine to be sprinkled on our heads during
the swearing at the tavern, had had a hot hour of questioning.
for Cassia Cloud had hinted that he was not a swordsman at all
but an agent of Islam. And she was said to have scuffed up some
testimonial dust that even left it unclear whether Chao-er himself,
now dead, had been a practicing Mohammedan.

All this was wonderfully plausible to the yellows! The Moham-
medan community in the Tartar City, in the undesirable south-
western quadrant, consisting mostly of camel-herding traders,
petty merchants, small shopkeepers, and street vendors, was
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despised by the rest of the population. Besides being the victims
of religious prejudice, the Mohammedans were accused of being
clannish, over-thrifty, ill-natured, and tricky. Many were mer-
cenaries in the Banner Corps, and they were notoriously good
soldiers—a fact that made them objects of both contempt and
suspicion. Indeed, it was well known that special officials were
appointed by the Censorate to spy on them at all times. I had
heard of a Buddhist opening a pork shop, out of undiluted spite,
opposite that of a Mohammedan butcher; and in order to frighten
away the sheep brought through the streets to the Moslem shop,
the Buddhist had had a fierce tiger painted on the wall across
from the Mohammedan’s gate.

Suddenly I heard Beetle’s voice crackling over the hum in the
pen. “Someone tell me. What were the names of those two bully-
boy sentries over at the Meridian Gate who used to sell off stolen
vases and cloth goods for us? What were their names?”

“Chang,” a voice shouted in the half darkness.

“Hsieh,” another called out.

Beetle stood up. “Feng’s Drum!” he called. “Come here to us,
Feng’s Small Drum!”

Poor Drum, who was to have his neck stretched under the sword
the following day, came to our corner through the murk leaning
on the shoulder of Lin’s Strong, who was soon to be beheaded
himself.

Beetle put it to Drum that his one hope of being spared the
sword was to offer to inform on Mohammedans. “That is what they
want now. Their ears are itching for it. Tell them Chang of the
Meridian Gate was in it, and Chang’s wife; that Chang used to
wash his arms up to his elbows and bow to the west in a room
there at Chao-er’s. Tell a good story on them. Tell them Hsieh
knew how to set fire to the palace wing, he told Quack to use cotton
wadding that would make no smoke. Come on, Old Drum, tail up,
small boy! Mix in some old slave names so theyll feel good. Make
those yellow masters feel young again, Drum, give them some
mutton-caters, you give them Chang and Hsieh now, say they
were mutton-eaters, and Chang’s wife, too.”

Weakly Drum said he would try that, he would try anything.

All this had stirred up in me a tumult of revived feelings. Could
it be that in their hysteria the yellows might think the plot was
deeper than they had dreamed—and not really ours? If one man
could wangle being spared the sword, might not another wriggle
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away from the faggots? I felt nervous and jumpy. I wanted to go
to Nose and shout to him, “Stir yourself, man! Go on to the
authorities and lie to them.”

We were all restless, and within an hour we heard a strange
twanging music—a kind of Jew’s harp!—and then some low
voices and, in the black closeness of our pen, the spreading hum-
ming of a hymn. “How Firm a Foundation.” It was sung too fast,
with a crazy lilt, and someone beat a rhythm on the bottom of an
empty upturned shit pail.

(( “Leave Me Alone”

God, God, I had been in that damned hole five days be-
fore I even spoke to Nose.

The day after Feng’s Drum was hanged—whatever he may
have said about the Mohammedans did him no good—a list came
to our pen from the Board of Punishments of forty-two slaves who
had been commended to the magistrates for pardon and trans-
portation, when it could be arranged, to an outlying dependency.
One of them was Lu’s Beetle. We celebrated on our corner of
the platform with a game of jumping sticks at merchant stakes.

At noon Honest, the slops man, told us he had seen the banner-
men Chang and Hsieh led into the warder’s gateroom and, later,
taken out in chains—so we knew that Drum’s testimony had,
after all, had some effect, even if it had not saved him.

We later heard that for the magistrates Cassia Cloud had cor-
roborated all—and more. “Yes, yes, many times I saw the said
Chang, Meridian Gate Chang, at Chao-er’s talking with Shih’s
Wolf and those others of the plot. He bowed to the west four
times a day in the back room. Ai! Yes, Hsieh was there, and Fan,
Kuo, and Hu, all I think Mohammedans, all of the Meridian Gate.
Which Hu? I mean Hu Lin-fu, tended the Emperor’s stable at that
gate, the hostler Hu, Masters. . . .”

Hearing this, Beetle slapped his legs, threw back his head, and
bared his teeth in hissing laughter.

In midafternoon I was slumped on the floor in our corner with
my eyes ranging the moldy ceiling, thinking: Nose, with all his
badness, is more of a man in every way than this Beetle. Nose is
going to die; Beetle will go, a slave but alive, to a winterless coun-
try. How can I make sense of that?
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With this, confused feelings suddenly flew up in me like dry
leaves in a smart twist of autumn wind, and before I knew what
I was doing I stood before Nose and said, “Ai, Nose, why do you
just sit there?”

His sallow eyes came up to mine. “White Lotus. What are you
doing here?”

I Jaughed—ayah, I could be “worthless,” too—and said, “What
has happened to your blinkers, man? I have been here five days.”

“Go away,” he said.

No. This was wrong. He was not supposed to say that. I had
come over to help him. I was suddenly trembling and felt short
of breath. “You weak pig,” I said. “You sit here and do nothing
for yourself. Nose! Why don’t you go around and lie to them?
Lick their dirty cloth shoes! Save yourself, you fool!”

“Leave me alone,” he dully said, not even looking at me.

I was in a sudden fury at his not having seen me all the time
I had been there, while men had taken me night after night, and
I began to abuse him. I called him a coward, a lazy turtle, a titful
of goat’s milk—back and forth from the old Arizona speech to
slavey yellow talk. ,

Slowly, almost languidly, he arose, and with not even a flicker
of the old fire in his eyes, he slapped me hard. “Go sit down on
your elephant platform,” he quietly said, “with your four pimp
friends.” And that, rather than the blow, telling me that he had
seen me, all along, all along, set me to bawling in loud gasping
sobs.

No one even looked up at our scrap.

Holding my cheek and fighting the sobs, only to have them
triumph over me with ever more humiliating loudness, I was about
to turn and flee back to the platform when I felt Nose’s hands
on my shoulders. Through the blur of my tears I saw that he was
shaking his head.

I settled to the floor in a heap, and Nose crouched on his hams
beside me.

“That man Beetle gets on my nerves . . . ,” he began.

Stirring, I put my face near to his and whispered, “Did you light
the fires—or some of the fires?”

But Nose was off on a gallop of his own. “Do you want to know
the one who got us into all this? That bastard Chao-er. He pre-
tended to be a friend. ‘Yellow men and white men . . .” Ayah, Mei-
mei, what a two-faced man! Maybe he didn’t even know he was
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two-faced. Remember the night we swore? I'm the yellow man,
he says. ‘I'm the yellow man here!” Remember that? Ai, there
was a friend to the smallies! I hate to think what he told the
magistrates.”

“Was the oath serious, Nose? Did everyone mean it? Was it
meant to be taken seriously?”

“Ail The oath? Serious? Ha! Are you serious? What's serious?
Listen, Mei-mei, this is a slanthead world. Everything in it is
slanty. These turtle-shit fires were all slanty. This pen is supposed
to be for elephants. Serious! Listen: Cassia Cloud is—pfutt!” Nose
cranked a forefinger at his temple. “And she’s not the only one,
d’you know that? My master—Big Venerable Pfutt! Your master—
Big Venerable Pfutt! You know what’s the slantiest thing of all?”

“What's that?”

“Ai, Mei-mei”—the hoarse tone of wild, raving disgust had
vanished, and Nose spoke now with a confidential sincerity—
“it’'s me.” He pointed to his own chest. “It’s Shit-Nose. I'm worse
than a yellow man. Ayah, Mei-mei”—his voice was barely audible
—“I'm no better than a filthy bastard slanthead myself.”

I was weeping again. I saw that Nose had come, in the end, not
only to being worthless, but to the outer limits of hatefulness. He
had turned his loathing of the yellows, at last, against himself—
and now he called himself the worst he could, worse than a yel-
low man. Poor Nose! Poor Nose!

When I returned to the elephant platform, Beetle said, “What,
baby fox? Won’t that big fool promise to give it to you?”

I did not answer. I thought I had no anger, or pity, or love, or
hatred left. I sat sniffling at the edge of the platform.

( What Was the Oath About?

Two days later Nose’s time came. A bannerman swung
open the high thick door of the pen and called out, “Wu’s Nose!
Are you ready?”

Was he ready? Was I? I saw him, down against the wall, raise
his head and look toward the door, but his eyes were casual,
incurious, as if he had heard someone else’s name called, about
whom he cared nothing. Soon he dropped his forehead again to
his up-gathered knees.
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The bannerman at the door nodded over his shoulder and four
of his company, huge Tartar hulks, capable escorts, in Banner
Corps uniforms, entered the pen. They seemed to know Nose. They
made their way to him through the tangles of human flotsam
scattered across the floor. They stood over him, and one of the
soldiers spoke softly to him.

Nose looked up again, but for some time he remained crouch-
ing. A bannerman’s leg blocked his face from my view. Was he
going to defy them or was he simply detached from whatever was
happening? Would the guards have to haul him out? I could not
tell. I craned to see his face.

Prisoners who had been dozing stirred themselves and sat up,
and the large dim-lit chamber fell silent. This gloomy hall, which
for so long had echoed and re-echoed with our chatter, our
desperate jokes, our nightmare grunts, our throat-clearings, snores,
guffaws, and groans—the place was suddenly silent but for the
subdued hiss of our breathing: the shush of the inside of a huge
seashell. Nose was the only one condemned to fire; the prisoners
were impressed by that. The peak of the yellows’ hysteria had
passed, and the danger was waning, yet they were going through
with fire-for-fire; the prisoners must have been impressed by that,
also.

Nose stood up, and the bannermen, not touching him but plac-
ing him in a box of their presences, started him toward the door
of the pen. The four tall soldiers and the powerful white man high-
stepped and tiptoed among the forms on the brick floor, murmur-
ing and nodding polite apologies for the disturbance; even Nose
in his extremity was excusing himself.

He would pass near our group. Would he speak to me? I raised
myself on my knees. He had called me, here in the prison, Mei-mei,
his little sister; yet I hardly knew if he thought of me as a dear
person. At this moment every trembling nerve in me was alert,
receptive, tender. Now he was nearby; I could almost have leaned
forward to touch him. I felt I must not cry out to him, or I might
choke. It was obvious that he was not even going to look at me.
His eyes, fixed on his footing, were neither sharp nor dull; he did
not seem to be inwardly stirred at all.

As the party picked its way to the great door, I became con-
scious of my patrons, near me on the platform, murmuring to
each other.
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Beetle, the cynic, the readiest laugher of all, destined for a new
life in a faraway place, was deeply impressed. “That pig has a
stomach! Ail!”

White Scholar, whom I had thought a timid man with a broadly
sarcastic slave name, for he was both stupid and inelegant, said,
“What's so special about him—except what they’re doing to him?”

Card chimed in on that note: “Yes, what’s so particular? That
bitch made up a good story about him. He just sat here like a
toad the whole time.”

Beetle said, “I'd like to see you walk out of here like that—to
where he’s going!”

Ticklebowl said, “I was over there at Chao-er’s, the night they
swore. I didn’t like the way he fondled that bastard yellow cob-
bler.”

“What was that oath about?” White Scholar asked. “Did you
swear?”

I missed Ticklebowl’s answer, if he made one. Nose was at the
door, which was swinging open, and he turned and looked at all
of us who were watching him. I thought he looked suddenly
startled; a vein stood out on his forechead. What was the oath
about? What a question! Here we were all together in the pen of
our utmost degradaticn, and there could be a white man who did
not even know at what point, in what way, with what meaning,
if any, it had all begun. What was the oath about? If Nose had
any claim to being special, it had to do with his having stood by
the chalk circle to swear us to that—that what? . . . He hesitated
at the door, put his head down, spat on the bricks, and turned
away. Was this our leader? Was this his farewell to us—a gob of
spittle on the floor? No! Old Pearl had been wrong! He was not
“in front.” He did not have whatever was needed; thought of him-
self as a slanthead; was self-soaked; was not moved by the suffer-
ing of his fellows. What had happened to that flashing idealism,
energy, zest—the real leadership he had shown in those long-ago
days at home? I was filled with disgust and leaning over the edge
of the platform I, too, spat.

Yet that afternoon, as time, which has no kindness in it, crept at
its most contrary pace, I felt, at first, restless, then impatient, then
angry, then—with a sudden flood of sobs—bitterly deprived, be-
reaved, lonely, love-starved, shattered by a loss I did not under-
stand. I lay on the bricks and poured out my salt sorrow for hours
on end. No one paid any attention to me.
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When Honest came in to empty the buckets that evening he
reported that nothing was known of the execution. It had taken
place on the Coal Hill, in the Imperial grounds. The public had
not been admitted.

( The Master’s Pains

For four days officialdom seemed to be at a standstill,
then a new list came to the pen, of slaves forthwith released to
their masters’ houses, and I, never even having been flattered
with an examination by a low-grade mandarin, or mere ban-
nerman, was on it. They led me out and turned me loose in the
street.

On returning to the Shens” house I hurried into our quarters to
get out of my jail-soiled clothes. Going headlong around a turn
into our slaves’ courtyard I almost collided with Old Bow, who
was bent over carrying out the mistress’s dirty bath water, and I
half jokingly said, “You blind ass, you nearly drowned me.” This
was my new rough jail personality.

The figure straightened. It was the master! Buddha’s flower!
Old Bow was still in jail.

Himself was in a short tunic; in the dim place his face appeared
to be greenish, covered with dewdrops.

“Excuse me,” he said in automatic response to my rebuke, then,
suddenly realizing who we respectively were, exclaimed, “What!
You home?”

“They let out twenty just now,” I said. “No explanation.”

“Here,” he said, beginning to sting from the greeting I had in-
advertently given him, “take this out.”

“Yes, please, Big Venerable,” I said, the new harridan side of
me in rapid flight.

“And control your tongue,” he said, thoroughly angry at last.

“Please, Big Venerable, I mistook you for Old Bow, Big Vener-
able.”

I found the master and mistress drained of their strength but
plucky still. With two slaves in jail, and steadfastly enforcing a
rigid rule that the gateman and male runners were not allowed to
set foot in the Pear Blossom Rest, they had lived a sort of camping
pioneer life. Madame Shen bravely dusted; the distinguished sub-
curator had dived intrepidly into chores. I dared not ask Gull



196 ) WHITE LOTUS

about the disposition of the commode pots, always Old Bow’s task,
never Gull's or mine. Poor stiff Old Bow, in jail to please the
master.

Lo, he was back at work the next day. Big Venerable Shen,
having urged Old Bow to confess, but having seen me now set
at large, spoke to his fellow authorities and maneuvered the
man home, for the master could see that the mysterious tide was
turning from flood to ebb, and that he could now recover his
valuable property with some assurance of being able to keep it. As
to any residual risks of a slave plot, it may have been that
our good master would rather be killed in bed than empty the
commodes.

But in truth the master was suffering; had lost five catties from
his own waist, he said, and slept driftily at night. His face was
drawn, his eyes searched inward. Harm mno living creature,
Buddha adjured; the Buddha demanded pity, gentleness, self-
denial. My master’s flaw was imperfect decency—for he was too
kind a man to be wholeheartedly punitive, too halfhearted to be
truly insistent on justice. He was sick of the city’s sickness, but
too slack to speak out. He looked haunted. He had been to the
Coal Hill the afternoon of Nose’s execution.

The master came home from the Board of Punishments one
evening shaking his head, and it seemed he could not stop. At the
evening meal it came out that he had assisted that day in the tak-
ing of a deposition from Hsu Wei-han, a mandarin of the Board
of Rites—“You cannot question the veracity of a man like him, my
duck. He told us that a good round month ago a white, K’ang’s
slave Small Number Two, had told Hsu and his own master—you
know K’ang Hsilu, duck; that tall fellow we see strolling with a
yellowish chow dog on a chain, from Seventh Hutung—this slave
had told those two gentlemen that his confession to the court a few
days bcfore, touching on the plot, had all been false. He had ac-
cused Wang’s Monkey on account of fear, he said. He had heard
slaves saying in jail that the masters would burn anybody who did
not confess. His charges against Cheng’s Spade were lies. He had
never been to Chao-er’s tavern—did not even know where it was—
had never heard of the man Chao-er until it became common talk
among the slaves that he was the goat to blame for everything.”
One final time the master shook his head. “How many of these
false confessions do you suppose there have been?”
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([ A Feast at Jade Springs Hill

Ten days later, as if nothing unusual had been hap-
pening. our gentlefolk took a summer’s outing to Jade Springs Hill,
and Gull and I were among the slaves who were chosen to help
serve an afternoon feast.

We slaves walked out by the northwest highway in the morning
beside a train of carts loaded with trestles and planks for tempo-
rary tables, utensils for cooking, baskets of charcoal, parcels of
chinaware and chopsticks, hogsheads of sea water containing
sharks’ fins and fish lips, and hampers of mandarin duck and
scallops and turnip cakes and water chestnuts and pickled bears’
claws. A silver-haired man slave belonging to the wife of
General Hsiieh of the Eight Banner Corps, named Old Velvet, who
had presided over several such outings in past years, an old-style
slave, courtly, proud of his yellow connections, contemptuous
of the crude-mannered younger generation of smallies, was in
charge of us all, and ordinarily this would have been a joyous,
playful beginning of the day, until the time when our masters
and mistresses would join us, but we were dragged down by the
exhausting ordeal that had had the whole city in its grip. In the
days since Nose’s execution, we had felt sure that the yellows’
frenzy was tapering off, yet it secmed that they could not stop.
Huang’s Cook, Chu’s Magpie, Sung’s Cabbage or Soldier, Widow
Kuo’s Card, Tu’s Sheep, Ts’ao’s Braveboy, Yeh’s Heavenly Spirit—
all these had been beheaded at a time when it was said that the
masters had lost interest in the chalk circle.

Small wonder that on the way, when, as our party was held up
by some fodder wagons belonging to the Imperial stables on the
road ahead, one of the slaves spotted a squad of bannermen
beside them, a wave of high-pitched chattering broke out among
us, and many scurried to the far side of our wagons from these
figures, as if for shelter—because in our minds bannermen meant
arrest, and arrest seemed to lead straight to the executioner’s
sword. Even I, who knew that one could survive arrest, was caught
up in the little panic.

And small wonder that when, several miles out on the highway,
we came to a crossroads, where our string of carts was to swing
left for Jade Springs Hill, each slave crossed himself, spat on the
ground and stamped in the spittle, or made a sign of the devil’s
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horns and aimed it back along the way we had come—for in our
mythology from home days, crossroads had been well known to
stand for Jesus’ cross, and here in this land of idols and ancestor
worship we felt them to be favorite ambushes of yellow trickster
spirits, revenants, bogeys, and also (we could easily think now) of
specters of vengeful dead bannermen, magistrates, Ears, bailiffs,
leather-aproned executioners, kindlers of faggots.

But soon we had left the dull countryside of farms and entered,
through a gate in a high wall, into a kind of enchantment—the
Imperial hunting park known as Jade Springs Hill. We climbed
through pine woods to the summit, and near the porcelain Jade
Peak Pagoda, on a pavilion called Reflection of the Sun on Hibis-
cus Flowers, from which the city, with its core of sparkling golden
roofs, looked like an exquisitely carved toy, we prepared the feast
—set up the low tables, lit fires at a distance to cook hot foods,
spread out the prepared dishes under dampened cloths, and
arranged in their places pairs of old-fashioned ebony chopsticks
tipped at each end with filigree silver.

I was enchanted! Try as I would to think with compassion or
sadness of Nose, standing at the huge door of the elephant pen
in his filthy tunic that I had brought him, spitting his valediction
onto the bricks—try as I would to keep reality in focus, I was
elated, overcome with the magic of this setting and of the yellows’
superb artifacts. Once I was sent to fetch water at the spring gush-
ing out through sluices from under the Temple of the Dragon
King, and I gazed a long time into the water—like pure ice in a
jade vase—in whose deeps every frond and stem of cress and
water snowflake and floating heart could be seen. At last I shud-
dered, dipped my bucket, ran back.

In early afternoon, as tiny fair-weather clouds printed them-
selves on an enamel sky, the yellows began to arrive in a procession
of two-seated sedan chairs, each carried all the way from the city
on poles by eight slaves. The silk window curtains of these palan-
quins were pulled back, and the men in their conical hats with
mandarins’ buttons blinked and nodded at the tranquil views, the
ladies were tightened into arch smiles and murmurs—for mixed
couples, not hushands and wives, were riding together, and around
the flirting pairs the Emperor’s own air seemed soft as midsummer
moss.

But when they saw us, and when Old Velvet and all the other
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men slaves ran fawning at the sedan doors to hand down their
stump-footed ladies, a chill, a severity, a sense of falseness, a dour
habit overlaid now with recent perturbation of the nerves, settled
down.

Soon, however, as tea was served, as parties went off to catch
butterflies in the garden called Plucking Fragrant Herbs on Moun-
tain Heights, or to sit conversing on outcroppings of rock that
overlooked the purple-and-gold toy city, the yellows seemed to
forget us, to wipe us out of mind, to root us in the landscape like
so many stones and shrubs—though now and then they called to
us, without however actually seeing us, to bring them mistress’s
fan or master’s long-stemmed pipe.

Old Velvet—I saw sweat on his face from the charcoal fire over
which he was bending, and I almost cried aloud, “Nose!”—was
presiding over an enormous caldron in which a shark’s-fin soup
was bubbling. With a flourish and dancelike steps he uncorked a
bottle of herbal wine and dripped a few drops of it, as if offering
a libation of amber blood, on the earth in front of his rock fire-
place; then he emptied the bottle into the soup.

It was tasty, when served, so the masters said. They took dol-
lops of Shao-hsing with it, and when tiny gnats, chasing the
lowering sun, began to come up from the plain, the gentlemen,
mopping their faces after the work of overeating, grew itchy and
hot. Slapping at their own foreheads and cheeks, my master Shen
and his friend the curio dealer P’an, who was a bit out of his depth
in this company of mandarins, began to argue, and while we
gathered up the bowls and cups we could hear every word.

“Exactly what do you mean?” the curio dealer was asking.

“It is a matter of tone and shading,” my master said, as if he
were discussing a scroll painting. “Be so good as to understand
me: I do not say that this turtle Chao-er was blameless. I say only
that his denials to the very end were firm, earnest, and—to me—
affecting. I cite you the day he sent a message that he wanted to
speak to the magistrates, wanted to kowtow and swear by the
Dragon Countenance that he hadn’t been a party to any plot. I
thought him sincere.”

“But what about all the circumstances brought out by that girl
servant of his?”

“Cassia Cloud? Chao-er’s indentured servant, don’t forget,”
my master said, “bonded to him for four years. Don’t forget she
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might have fancied she had good reason to weigh against her
bondholder. . . . And listen, that other yellow girl from the tavern,
Peach Fragrance—"

“A whore, laid herself down to white men! In heaven’s name,
Shen!”

“Yes, a filthy girl, perhaps, but stanch all the same, better-
spirited than Chao-er himself, and what sticks in my throat is
her taking it all back—did you hear about that? Two or three days
ago. Said she’d lied in all her evidence about a plot at that other
tavern, all of it imaginary, to try for a reward. I don't like our
acceptance of her accusations but not of her recanting.”

Two or three men in the group seemed to be with Venerable
Shen, but most seemed to be shoring up the cinches of their
trousers under their gowns to wade in against him.

“Ha! Shen Ching-wu!” cried one of them, a certain Mandarin
Ts’ao, as if he had a triumphant point to make. “Did you see that
shameless Chao-er in the cart going out to get his neck stretched?”
Several men laughed. “Did you see him, Shen? Standing up in the
cart, looking around as if expecting to be rescued, with one hand
raised as high as his pinion would reach, the other pointing for-
ward. Ha ha ha! What a sight of martyred virtue!”

“His wife did well at the block,” another man said.

“Did you see her afterward—like a short log?” another said. “I
agree. She was brave.”

Now the curio dealer P’an could not keep quiet in this party of
his betters, and he said, “They should have held that burning in a
public place—what was the name of that hog they burned?”

What was the name of that hog they burned? 1 almost fell with
a stack of bowls.

“I disagree,” my master said. “I witnessed that execution and I
emphatically disagree.”

“I say there should be more burnings—out in the open. What
kind of a lesson is it in the Coal Hill grounds, where only a party
of the Imperial household can watch?” Suddenly one could see
that the curio dealer realized he had exposed himself: his bitter-
ness stemmed from his being an outsider. But he could not with-
draw, and he went on to further excesses of vulgarity; “What
kind of lesson is that for the public—for the dirty white pigs?”

“It was a lesson for me,” my master said in a quiet voice, and
what he said now froze my limbs. “I think we got the wrong man.
I don’t think this fellow Wu’s Nose was the chief man in their plot
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at all. The burning was supposed to be reserved for the master-
mind. Let me picture it for you, P’an. The setting is private, a
place steeped in the idea of punishment—on a shoulder of the
Coal Hill, near the ancient sophora tree that is wrapped in heavy
chains as chastisement for its allowing Emperor Ch'ung Cheng
of the Ming Dynasty to hang himself in its branches—do you know
about that tree?” (I saw that my master was not above rubbing it
in that P’an was an outsider.) “A party of not more than fifty wit-
nesses. They bring the man up—unshaven: you know how hairy
the whites are: disgusting. Clothing caked in dust. They tie him to
the post, pile chunks of wood around him. Then Magistrate Lin
tells him that he can get himself off if he will give a full con-
fession of the plot. Straightaway he begins to babble—‘confess’—
but it’s gibberish! It is obviously all improvised. He doesn’t even
mention the Mohammedans’ role. His details are at variance with
the consistent story all the other whites have been telling. But
there is more to it than that, friend P’an. On the basis of his bear-
ing, what he shows in his eyes, this man is simply not at the heart
of their plot. Oh, he’s surly. Capable of whining and shirking—
and stealing. But he hasn’t the moral force to defy us. He is not it.
.. . That's why a public lesson would have been a mistake, P’an.
Everyone would have seen that we had the wrong man.”

With the greatest of effort I continued the outward motions of
some kind of work, though I could not have said what I was doing.
I was absolutely crushed by my agreement with what my master
was saying. Nose was not it. I knew no white man who was, but
he was certainly not. And yet—how glorious he had been at times!
Closing my eyes, I saw him for a moment that day in Chao-er’s
just before he led me off to that small, dark room—pounding dust
from his quilted gown, blowing into his hands, approaching our
circle: his eyes dancing with life, full of the best of himself,
strong, cheerful, willing to make what he could of a very bad lot.
A sob caught at my chest; horrified at the thought that the masters
might have heard it, I quickly pretended to stumble; I dropped a
small bowl and broke it. The masters’ heads turned for a moment,
but they thought nothing of a white girl’s minor clumsiness. They
went back to their talk.

“So you went ahead, even though you had the wrong man,” P’an,
shifting ground, sarcastically said.

“We had to. His ‘confession’ was a tissue of last-minute lies.
lle’d been condemned. We had to.”
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“I heard he was shouting something at the end in the whites’
old language—what was that?”

“I'm told the words meant: ‘Water! Bring me water!””

The palanquins were lifted, and the mixed couples left, the
curtains half drawn this time, so the flirting they began the mo-
ment they were seated had a kind of gravity to it. You could see
that the yellows were glad to ride away from us. Our masters in
that chat had almost spoiled the outing. Big Venerable Shen rode
with P’an’s wife, and I saw his eyes glint as they started to sway
down the path, for he had passed his little agony of conscientious
doubt, like a bit of gas, and he felt much better.

{{ Dogs, Hawks, Owls, Lambs, Swans

We slaves should have been relieved, I suppose, a few
days later, to hear that little Yii-li, the professor of ritual sword-
play, had been arrested.

To be truthful, however, we were exceedingly puzzled by the
way the wind was blowing, because we heard that Yu-li was in-
dicted, not for leading the slaves’ plot to burn and kill, but for
“being,” as my master said at table, “an ecclesiastical person, made
by authority pretended from Mecca in Arabia,” who had no busi-
ness, on pain of death, being in the Northern Capital of the
Dragon Countenance. Yellow witnesses were said to be giving
depositions that, while ostensibly teaching ritual swordplay, he
was training Moslems for the day when their holy war would
begin; that he maintained contacts with bannermen who were
Moslems, and with some who were not; that during one winter
month he fasted. He asserted that there was only one God. A
weird story was told that he had gone to the confectioner Kung
and had asked for small rice-paper wafers in the shape of cash—
of a sort certain magicians of a black-art cult were said (this part
of the story was vague and often garbled) to place on their
tongues, or perhaps under them, while performing certain rites, or
while blaspheming against the Emperor, or while bribing—and
K'ung, thinking the teacher wanted sweets to give away to chil-
dren, said he had malt wafers pressed in the shapes of dogs,
hawks, owls, lambs, and swans, but not of money, at which Yii-li
had insisted he wanted the little circlets with square holes in
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them. The slaves, completely nonplussed by this drivel, as it
scemed, rushed to the magistrates to be heard on the subject of
Yii-li's fetching wine for the ceremonies at the chalk circle, but
our masters the magistrates appeared bored with the scene at
Chao-er’s tavern, and they cut short all such talk, and they seemed
weary of the whole topic of white slaves. They preferred now
to listen to bannermen of Mongol descent, on what they had
heard said about little Yii-li at Kuan’s fighting cocks, and how
the man was said by Ts’ai, a carpenter and house joiner, to be
a muezzin in disguise, and how he had once been heard intoning
the first sura of the Koran to a roomful of kneeling bannermen.

How strange the weatherlike terrors of the yellows were!

Little YG-li was tried one afternoon and condemned to be be-
headed.

(( A Bad Smell

The day after the execution of Yii-li, in the early part of
a still, hot, muggy summer afternoon with the barest suggestion
of a southerly breeze, a horrible sudden stench passed like a patch
of sick fog through the streets of the town. It caught me on my
hands and knees washing the huge sill stone at our front gate, and
I thought at first that I could not rise, feeling that the abominable
vapor was in me, that I was putridly ill, but then I saw yellows in
the street calling to each other, holding their noses, coughing, and
making gestures of revulsion.

We heard that night that the stink had crept, as if the foul air
knew where it wanted to go, into the inner hall of the Board of
Punishments, and the magistrates in their robes had pressed their
wide sleeves over their noses, and that this was what it had been:
Chao-er’s swollen corpse, exposed in chains on its gibbet near
the wall of the Outer City, had burst, and many pailfuls of the
inner fermentation that had blown it up so huge had erupted onto
the ground.

The wave of nausea that crossed the capital that afternoon had
a strangely curative effect. Yii-li was disposed of, and the tavern
girl Cassia Cloud felt her queer inner aptitude stirring again, and
she swore before the magistrates that certain respectable men—
“some cf your Ears of the Court, if you please, I can tell you their
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names”—had tried to have her poisoned, and indeed these same
respectable men had put up the money for the slaves’ and Moham-
medans’ plot. But the judges, glad to be breathing fresh air again,
stood her down and said they had had the last of all that.

She pouted and said they owed her fifty taels of silver.

What for, pray?

“The reward,” Cassia Cloud said. “Ayah, the Emperor’s procla-
mation. Your Honors took the pains to read it out to me in the
court here. Did you think I was not listening?”

They paid her the money and sent her away.

The madness, it seemed, was nearly over. Within a few days
the elephant pens had been emptied. The slaves condemned to
transportation were carried off on carts, and many others were
returned to their masters. The Emperor issued a proclamation
that thanks to his own divine mercy the city had been spared. The
magistrates petitioned the Emperor for funds to reimburse masters
for the loss of slaves that had been beheaded, burned, or trans-
ported. This was only fair, said my master to his wife. After all,
the masters had paid good money for these chattels that had been
removed from their premises by force majeure for the sake of the
common welfare.

Discussing this petition one evening at a meal with his friend
P’an, my own master fired a remark almost straight into my ear
as he ladled soup from a bowl I was in the act of lowering to the
table, and it was not until some days later that I understood that
the words had been intended literally. “Do you know, friend
P’an, I have come near to concluding that for us city-dwellers in-
denture is economically viable, and slavery is not. These whites
were farmers in their native lands, and they are good for only one
thing, P’an: agriculture. Not so?”

([ A Parcel Is Sold

And, accordingly, in about a month, when the master
had been able to secure and bond for four years’ servitude six
healthy yellows, four men and two girls, Manchurians all and safe
Buddhists, I was sold. So were Old Bow and Gull. So, it happened,
into the same broker’s hands, was Sun’s Mink. The mistress
wanted back for her new girls most of the clothes she had, I
thought, given to me, and when we departed my small bundle,















I BOOK FOUR &

([ On the Cart

A WARM DAY in the eleventh month. Haze. The right-hand hub of
the crude two-wheeled cart needs grease, and half of each turn is
a living screech which sends groundlings ahead of us scurrying
away from the rutted earthen road into the forests, where leaves
are falling.

The morose agent, really a courier, a sapling boy in the shape-
less black trousers of the local peasant style, who affects a pipe
with a stem nearly three feet long, at the end of which is a brass
bowl no larger than an acorn’s hull, sits at the lip of the car be-
tween the shafts, shod feet dangling behind the donkey’s tail. He
is armed. The donkey wears a bell at its neck to keep it awake.
Mink and I are the only riders on the flat-bedded cart, and, having
been told nothing, we can only assume that we are being delivered:
to the compound we now pass whose walls bear dazzling white-
plastered panels? —to another? —to an unknown farm cut from
the solemn forest, with wide fields of money crops lying all around
the landlord’s walls? Mink laughs but is afraid.

We pass on, and at intervals we see other endless walls, and
we have glimpses of a river with barges and sampans, and the
ruts deepen, and the roots spreading in the track shake us. Mink
laughs again. I am afraid, too, and I laugh. Gull and Bow have
been sold away in a separate parcel.
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What am I to make of my life? Whenever I think of the North-
ern Capital—the oath, the fires, the elephant pens—my flesh still
crawls; yet I am a girl of only sixteen, passing through new land-
scapes with wide eyes. Changes of scenery refresh and excite me,
and mislead me, perhaps. I have had my ears open, too, along
the way, and I have heard talk of flux. They say Emperor Yung-t'ai
is dead; long live Emperor Ch’ang-lo! The great dynast Yung-t'ai
had a long rule, during which he subdued the Manchu warlords,
so the northern part of the land massif has been more or less
unified. In the coalescing North, in the so-called “core provinces,”
into one of which we have been transported, the repressive meas-
ures of Yung-t'ai had prepared the ground for a rank growth of
liberal ideas. His successor, Emperor Ch’ang-lo, a scholar and
philosopher, has accordingly promulgated a set of principles by
which his prefects and magistrates are to conduct civil life; it is
called The Nine Flowers of Virtue. Despite this decree, real life
has not changed—everywhere are bloodshed and turnover, greed
and graft and injustice, disgusting cruelties in the name of prog-
ress; but the words of the Imperial edict are powerful, and hope
has leaped up in the hearts of the have-nots.

Ch’ang-lo’s Nine Flowers of Virtue is a triumph of the enlighten-
ment of sweet sun-soaked Buddhism, which perceives the causes
of suffering and the means of salvation from suffering. According
to this thrilling document, spiritual fervor and gentle reason are
henceforth to go hand in hand in every yamen, and as usual with
political reform, all must be turned to a practical end. Everybody
is to be in a better case. The only question in my young mind (re-
membering the white banner of guilt waved over Nose) is: What
is meant by everybody? Who is everybody this time? Surely slaves
are not included. We slaves are convulsed with a hope of better-
ment but, quickly seeing through the hypocrisy of The Nine
Flowers and comprehending that no one is to help us to a salving
of our pain, we know that we must help ourselves or give up hope.
But how strange! Hope meant to us, long ago, in our lives that we
called free, God in His heaven with a white face and a white
beard, and along the way, on the onion-carrying junk and on the
carts we have ridden since, I have heard that our old religion has
swept like a sweet rainfall across the slave population. God is a
secret we keep from the yellows; there are no more sects, only the
one white God of hope. And now, as I, a girl of sixteen, ride on
the cart with Mink to an unknown destination, my heart turns to
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the fair-skinned God I thought I knew as a friend in Arizona.
On the jolting cart bed I try to pray to Him, but I do not ask for
much. “Give me, dear God, a mild master.”

We travel another hour, and the donkey’s hoofs pound on a
wooden bridge over a brook, and beyond, as we pass a tavern
where slaves lounge in the seats of their masters’ sedan chairs
waiting for their owners to come out tipsy and bad-tempered, there
Is a sudden high-pitched rasping of laughter from the row of
chairs; and I understand that Mink and I are a joke to our own
kind. We drive on some distance, partly through woods.

We arrive at our goal, and, “Thank you, God,” I say out loud,
addressing Him again in my relief as the squeaking of vexed
wooden parts stops.

(( Unpainted Wood

My first impression within the compound wall, that day,
was of the plainness of everything. The “big house,” by no means
a villa and not grand at all, was a brick structure of three court-
yards, with unpainted jambs and eaves; it had a face of hard-
headed shrewdness. A canopy of black walnut and of ill-smelling
ailanthus trees, old watchman-trees, stood over the spirit screen
at the front of the house.

Taking in the scene before I dropped from the cart, just inside
the main gate of the farm, I had a glimpse of a pale figure, hurry-
ing away as if for cover, under the darkest shade of the trees, a
common blue gown, blurred face, white hair; this specter moved
behind a tree trunk.

I had a senseless reaction of disappointment and even anger,
as if I had been cheated at a bargain, thinking with something akin
to pride of the elegance of the Shens’ house in the Northern Capi-
tal, the perfectionism of my mistress there—a glimpse in memory’s
eye of my thickened fingers on a polishing rag bringing out the
creamy glow of an ivery figure, set in laurel-green lacquer, of
a nobleman’s daughter who is fondling a fawn; in the capital it
had all been an inlaid story. But here: rude weathered wood,
eroded bricks, straggling weeds, signs of peasant indifference and
greed.

The agent led us to a shedlike building, in a side courtyard of
the big house, the office of the place, unpainted and untended, too,
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within which we found a yellow man about fifty years old, in heavy
work clothes, sitting with his back to us at a desk clicking an
abacus. His neck at the sides below the ears was crinkled like
the treated pelt of a woods animal. He turned and, seeing Mink’s
bent back, cursed the young agent, in filthy terms, in the broad
Honan, or South-of-the-River, dialect.

The boy, in a crackling and suddenly cheerful voice, said, “The
same to your mother.”

“This crookback is good for nothing,” the man irritably said. I
took him to be our new owner. A cloth fastener had torn away
from the shoulder of his tunic, the cuff of his quilted sleeve was
frayed, and in his person he was bad-tempered, hoarse, and yel-
low-toothed, and I could not help comparing this wild wolf with
Big Venerable Shen, whose glossy queue was ever fastened with a
bow.

“The order said the cheapest pair, man and wench,” the boy
said.

“Cheapest turtles!” the rough man said. “Old Yen would have
skinned you alive.”

“It's not my fault,” the boy whined. “ ‘Uncle’ Ch’en made the
selection. You can send them back.”

A white man came into the office, large, benign, grave, and
pempous, saying that “the Matriarch” had told him to inspect the
new girl—a possibility for seamstress; and as the yellow man
turned away with a shrug, the seif-assured big white man came to
me, lifted my chin, examined my hands, and asked me if I had
had any experience sewing. I shook my head. “She will not do,”
the big white man said to the yellow man’s back.

“Look at the prime hand they sent me,” the yellow said. He was
leaning over, digging into a wooden chest.

The big white man looked down at Mink and laughed. “You
strong, small boy?” I was astonished at this white man’s arro-
gance, for he behaved like a yellow master.

Mink, crouching in his fear, grinned and nodded.

“You can have the girl in the fields,” the big man said to the
yellow. “Let the crooked one sweep out.”

“Hah!” The man’s bark was like a gunshot. He turned toward us
with his arms full. He threw the things he was carrying onto his
desk, and he counted out to me: two calico shifts, a drab coolie
gown, a shapeless suit of quilted cotton, and a pair of thick-cloth
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shoes; and he ordered me to get out of my last castoffs from Big
Madame Shen and to put on the coolie gown. He issued clothes
to Mink and ordered him to change, too. The yellow errand boy
stared at me, his mouth sagging, as I began to undress in the
open room. The rough yellow man said, “Go, go, go, go,” and drove
the boy out, and the big white left. As I sat on the floor pulling on
the shoes, I heard the cart’s dry hub recommence its outcries.
Kr-r-r-e-e-e-e!

When we were ready the yellow man told Mink and me to fol-
low him, and he led us through the main courtyard of the big
house. I was afraid to look about, for fear of seeing that disquiet-
ing form lurking under the trees, and I strode awkwardly, with a
feeling that the shadow in the shadows was watching me. We went
next through a large rear courtyard, around the sides of which
were dingy small rooms and stables and sheds and storerooms. In
the shade at one side a number of house slaves, somewhat
better dressed than we, squatted on their hams in the peasant
fashion and laughed cruelly at the sight of the frightened new-
comers.

We went out at a postern gate along an orchard path by a well-
kept vegetable garden, and then across a mowing lot, and at last,
in a meager grove of locusts, we came to a shabby wall of mud
and straw. Passing through a stout gate we entered a dismal court-
yard. On two sides of this rude narrow enclosure ran long rows of
mud-walled rooms, making the sides of a kind of street, along
which, sitting in clusters, promenading on its pig-wallow pave-
ment, chatting, passing an idle market-day afternoon, were a
couple of score of slaves in clothes just like ours—the men in
cotton shirts with elbow-length sleeves and rough shin-length
trousers; the women in coolie gowns; children in tow shirts, their
bellies and legs naked; and all without exception barefooted.

The yellow man turned me over to a heavy-set woman he ad-
dressed as Small Auntie.

This Auntie, wheezing and sighing, took me to her mud cubicle,
which was also to be mine—a nest, she said, of unmarrieds. It
had a dirt floor and two mud-and-straw Kkangs, on which five
women, counting myself, would now be sleeping. Auntie told me
to take off my shoes and save them for the fields and cold weather.
We sat on the high doorstep. She looked at me and nodded and
said, with a wholehearted acceptance of me that made me want
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to throw myself in her arms and weep, “You're a well-made little
thing, child.” I was sixteen; I did not know what to expect. I
began to ask questions and I learned:

This place, Auntie told me, was a tobacco farm, as big as—
suddenly a phrase in our old language—*“the Kingdom of Nebu-
chadnezzar.” At that name from the Bible my heart began to
pound; the white-skinned God was our secret. The owner’s name,
Yen. These people about us were field hands—plowmen, hoehands,
wagoners, ox-drivers, cooks for the slaves; cowherd and hogherd;
carpenters, masons, millers, smiths, spinners, weavers. Counting
the house hands, Yen’s slaves now numbered fifty-three. It was
going to be a good ycar for the Yens, for the following reason:
Many opium-smokers mixed their drug with tobacco, and last
year there had been an Imperial edict condemning the use of
opium, and this had had the perverse effect of greatly increasing
the demand for the drug, and so for tobacco, too. . . . “Ayah, no,
child! That was Li, the overseer. The young master is away today
at Thousand Ducks Landing, downriver.” The city from which
the agent had brought us? Twin Hills. In the grove? The yellow
Matriarch, the old master’s widow.

Auntie said her own “Bible name” among the whites was “the
Woman of Timnath.” “Peace gave me my name.”

“Who is Peace?”

“Let’s see where Peace is,” the fat woman said, and she leaned
forward and looked up and down the street. “He will be along.”

Soon Auntie said she must “be at Peace’s side,” and she left me
with a thin, white-haired woman, who told me her man had died
just a month before. A sour smell rode on this old widow’s breath,
and her eyes were full of a sticky fluid—some thick issue of grief?

There was an air of calm along the compound street, which
gave me, agitated as I was by the shabbiness of my new home, a
feeling of being caught and held. Slow movements. All being
dressed alike, the slaves seemed to have one languid identity. I
started up when a girl suddenly screamed, but the scream cas-
caded off into a squeal and a long tinkling laugh. The haze had
burned away, and the afternoon light was sharp.

Then a moving clump of slaves, a kind of procession, slowly
came along the compound street. I saw at its heart an astonishing
presence, an enormous man, taller than the door lintels of the
mud rooms, and as he came closer I jumped up again and held
both sides of the door, to keep from falling, for I saw that the man
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looked something like Nose. It was Nose transformed, grown
larger, coarsened; two upper front teeth were missing, and a scar
arched over one eye, as if for that eye this man had two eyebrows,
one light, one dark, and his hair grew down to his shoulders and
was brushed out like thatch at sides and back, braided (a hint of
the Drum Tower Boys!) into two locks over the forehead and in
tiny queues at several points at the outer fringes of the stiff mass.
And his eyes, yes, yes, were bloodshot. He looked twenty-five and
brutal. Auntie walked beside him on one hand, and on the other
a “mix,” as the yellows called half-yellow, half-white slaves, a
beautiful girl of about twenty; several other slaves strolled with
this trio in a tight company.

Opposite the widow and me the big man turned aside toward
us, and I heard him ask Auntie in a strong but gentle voice that
reminded me, for some reason, of Preacher Honing reading the
responses, “Is this the new daughter?” She nodded. He took some
steps toward me. I must say that I had never seen Nose look at
me in such a penetrating way. The man held his eyes on mine,
unwavering, not blinking, and he seemed to be pouring some kind
of power out at me through them. My heart was beating hard
again.

“What is your name, daughter?”

I managed to say, “White Lotus.”

His overwhelming stare moved to the widow, and he said to her
—calling her daughter though she was more than twice his age,
“Turn your thoughts out onto the ground, daughter.”

“Yes, Peace,” she said, but she shook her head sadly.

His terrible eyes turned back to me. “This”—he moved an
open hand toward Auntie’s cheek—“is my handmaiden, the
Woman of Timnath. And this”—his hand swung toward the
mixie—“my other handmaiden, the Harlot of Gaza.” He spoke
the “Bible names” in the old language. And he introduced a
“brother,” Solemn, whom he called his “maker of what I need,”
and another “brother,” Smart, his reader and writer.

Auntie told him with a laugh that I had mistaken the overseer
for the master.

Peace said the young master was away. He began to tell me
about our owner. The father, the old master, Peace said, had
died two years before. “He was a man with hard knuckles, he
could stand any weather. He wanted to build—stole from the
earth. He wanted to get it all in his own hands. Miser! Miser! You
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see this place—no plaster or paint, all rough. The boy—different:
He sees the big places downriver, he wants kowtowing, he speaks
of blood and breeding, silk sleeves, but he knows that his farm is
unplastered brick and unpainted wood—do you see, daughter?
The father came up here as soon as they built the canal across to
the Yellow River and opium began to come in, he saw the chance
for tobacco; the son sees no chance—he knows he comes from a
line of clerks. The grandfather—a clerk in Twin Hills. Youll see
what soft hands and long fingernails the boy has.”

I was stirred by the fierce eyes into a boldness that urged me
to say, “I saw a woman under the trees in front of the house. . . .”

The appalling stare was rigid, perhaps surprised, perhaps dis-
approving, perhaps furious. Peace did not answer this but moved
on. Silence. My heart racing.

In the evening Auntie cooked a supper of cow peas with a chunk
of pork for the unmarrieds—the widow; the young mix, Harlot;
a girl about my age, named Bliss; besides herself and me. It grew
dark and I was exhausted. . . .

A sad bellowing sound: it was Top Man, the white slaveherd,
blowing the curfew on a water-buffalo horn. He stopped at our
door a minute later and said, “All counted?”

“They’re all here,” Auntie said.

I could not sleep. The mud k’ang, which I shared with Bliss and
the snoring widow, was uneven, bumpy, and damp.

([ Stumps

No time at all had passed, it seemed, when the deep,
mournful bawl of the buffalo horn sounded again. What alarm
could it be? I jumped out of bed in the dark; the hard-packed dirt
floor was cool to the soles of my feet. Auntie’s husky voice: “All
up. Morning call. Out! Out! Out!” Heaves and groans came from
the k’angs; Auntie coughed and wheezed.

The children of the slave compound soon arrived, or were de-
livered in arms, for the care, during the day while mothers worked
in the fields, of Auntie and the girl Bliss. Auntie told me that she
had asked Top Man to assign me to the gang headed by Peace,
who, though a blacksmith, worked “out,” too; this was the old
master’s economical way, still honored.

At good daylight Top Man blew the carabao horn a second time,
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and we started along to the woods and fields. I was given a basket
of millet meal to carry, and I put my shoes in it, on top of the
grain. Harlot walked with me and explained what was in sight.
I did not see Peace yet. There were three field gangs of about a
dozen slaves each; Mink was not in mine.

We walked, speaking only in murmurs, along a foggy lane at
first, past the great wooden tobacco house with slotted walls, a
sweet odor drifting to us from within, and past the pounding and
threshing mills on a dusty cart road, with now a pungent scent
of crushed kernels of grain. The whole gang exclaimed almost
in unison, a delighted shout, when we came over a rise and sud-
denly saw the amazing sun, grindstone-size, made to seem as cool
as the moon by the mists that came steaming up off a fallow field
ahead.

Where was I? I had a sensation of being suspended in some
vague moist midspace and of urgently wanting to get to a goal
that was so far unnamed, unclear. All that life in the Northern
Capital, those humiliations and bitter frights and losses—what
had I learned? An uneasy craving stirred in me now as I remem-
bered my arrival at this vivid farm the previous day, and thought
of the huge man with the piercing stare. I felt young as a tottering
calf; I had painfully much to learn.

At a crossroads each slave bent down, traced an X in the dust
with his forefinger, and spat on it, and for my safety I did the
same, pretending I had always done so.

Ahead we saw a train of three donkey carts and a pair of oxen
being driven out in a double yoke, and there was Peace. I thought
of his blazing eyes as he had stared me down; and then I thought
of that voracious stare in Chao-er’s the day when Nose had taken
me into the small, dark room, and I was overcome by the dif-
ference between those two glances. This man Peace looked as if
he had just seen Preacher Honing’s hell.

We arrived at our working place. For some days the gangs
had been clearing a forest area to make new fields, and I saw
a waste of fallen, untrimmed carcasses of trees, and stumps, and
conical heaps of damp leaf mold. Following Harlot's lead I sat
on a felled trunk and put on my shoes. Top Man set the gangs to
work. The men cut logs with two-handled saws; the oxen hauled
out prepared stumps; the women gathered brush. The sun climbed
into a glorious morning. The ringing of axes and mattocks, the
gentle protests of the oxen, birdsong in the woodlot, the slave-
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herd’s commands, the sweet voice of Harlot “encouraging” us with
song, bursts of laughter among the slaves—all these peaceful
sounds together gave me feelings, first of relief, then of unre-
strained celebration. Every time I turned my head I saw Peace.
The cooks, one for each gang, lit fires, and their kettles steamed,
and in midmorning Top Man called out the order to eat. The
warm cereal was like thick cream in my mouth, and now and
then a morsel of salted fish pleasantly stung away the blandness.
Back to our labor! Harlot began, in our old language strongly
touched with South-of-the-River tones, a hymn that almost made
me weep for the faraway life of our Arizona village:

“By cool Siloam’s shady rill
How sweet the lily grows!”

The yellow overseer, Li, rode out into the clearing on a large
donkey toward our gang. He stopped beside Peace, who was fas-
tening the bullock ropes around a stump, the roots of which had
been mostly chopped through.

“Where are you heaping those stumps?”

Peace straightened up. “Where you said.”

“Not where I said.” Li knew the answer to his own question,
then.

“Where you said. We are hauling them where you said.”

“Maybe the slaveherd said. Not I. I never said to haul the
stumps right to the place where we must clear a new field next
year.”

“You said it last week.”

“I never said such a thing.”

All of us were silently going through the motions of work
but intently listening, for neither man would give ground, and
there seemed no way for this lock to be released. The yellow man
looked down from his awkward perch on the cloth-saddled
donkey; the slave stood with one foot up on the stump.

“Last week, when we came out here the first time,” Peace said.

“What made you think I said over there?”

“The way I remember it.”

I managed to notice, sweeping my eyes across the pair in mid-
motion, that Peace had not fastened his hypnotic stare on the face
of his adversary, and I could hear that he was not speaking in his
booming prophet’s voice of the slave quarters, and he looked at
the ground, or at the donkey’s flank, frowning, and in his voice
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were notes of not very clever stubbornness, of deference underly-
ing his opposition to the overseer’s authority, of amiable stupidity,
of a desire to please at odds with a servile self-defense—a tone
surely far more baffling and infuriating to the overseer than frank
contradiction would have been.

“Come along here,” the overseer said, jerking his donkey’s head.
“I'll show you again where I said. Top Man! Get over here. . . . The
old big one would have had you two bambooed skinless.” He
pointed out the proper place.

Then Li, his face livid with the frustrating moral defeat he
seemed to be suffering, rode away to check on another gang, and
our work took on a new willingness, Harlot’s songs a wilder beat.

That evening in the quarters, when it was deep dark and time
for our second meal of the day, Peace came to our hut to eat a
supper of millet gruel, white cabbage, and persimmon wine pre-
pared for him by the women he called his handmaidens, Auntie
and Harlot.

In the midst of the meal Peace, seated cross-legged on a Kang,
facing the flickering fire of the open cooking pit, whose starts and
surges, reflected in his eyes, made his intense stare seem to flash
and burn, roared at the circle of cringing women his contempt
for the yellow overseer, Li:

“I pity the man! He is a captive in Egypt himself. Must not be
absent any night, or any daytime, either, without the son’s say-so.
Has to get a chit for absences just like a slave. We call him master,
but he’s no master. See the mules and donkeys watered! Rub
down! Hay in the stalls! Doors locked up! Sheep. Fowl. Pigs.
Watch out that the slaves don’t steal anything! He’s locked up by
having to lock up. Keeps the keys in a safe place, but Peace knows
where they are. I tell you, Peace knows just where the key to the
master’s gun box lies. I tell you I do. The gun box key! I pity him.
No one but that man can unlock the smokehouse, vegetable cellar,
stable door. Supposed to see us every one in bed—Ileaves that to
the slaveherd—never comes down here in the hands’ quarters at
night; you notice that?—leaves all that to Top Man. The yellow
Matriarch—she stands behind him in her fashion, but the old
master’s dead. It's the weak young Pharaoh now. I pity the man.
Stumps! Haul Stumps. Here! No, no, no, over here, Small Peace!
No no no no no, small boy!”

And Peace threw his long-haired head back and rocked off in a
terrifying thunder-bellied bombardment of laughter.
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({ A Laundering

I had been a Yen slave a whole month before I even saw
the courtyards of the big house again. On a market-day afternoon
I went up with Harlot to the laundering shed within the house
slaves’ yard to wash my clothes.

I was afraid of the walled-in big house, and of the owner—the
invisible power, the more awesome because unseen. I had no
sense of the master except by hearsay. Big Venerable Shen had
been all too close at hand—bumping into me as I tried to pass the
bowl of duck; this young Yen was a figure in some sort of sorrow-
ful legend, and even in moments out in the clearing when I lost
myself in work (Harlot’s thin swooping treble: “Over the fields of
glory, over the jasper sea”) 1 had a queer empty feeling of being
owned by a spirit with a floating misty mother.

Harlot ran with me through the orchard and past the garden,
toward the house slaves’ postern gate. I was happy with Harlot.
She had been a house hand but had asked, for reasons of her own,
to be shifted to the fields; some said this mixie was the old man’s
by-the-way daughter, and once the widow in our hut whispered
to me on a dank exhalation of garlic that I would never guess
whose sister Harlot was. My friend was playful and tricky, and she
delighted in teasing up my ignorant fears. Her singing voice drew
its intense emotional effect—its impression of a swimming gaiety
almost dragged under the surface by an undertow of pain—from a
swift, insistent trembling of the tones, a fluttering as of helpless-
ness. When, along with Auntie, she was “at Peace’s side,” a
handmaiden, she was distant, stiff, and haughty, and she had a
hollow-eyed look, as if harking to inner voices.

As we hurried through the tall brown weeds with bundles of
soiled clothing in our arms, Harlot—building on her days of work
in the big house—fanned my superstitious fear of the figure I
had seen in the grove. The Matriarch! “She has a sharp tooth in
the middle that can make a hole in a person’s neck!” Harlot
giggled and spurted ahead of me.

“Wait!” I pleaded.

‘We entered the house slaves’ courtyard; this seemed to be the
heart of the farm. Along the postern side were a vegetable cellar,
a talkative poultry coop and a murmuring pigeon cote, a cowshed
and swine wallow, and a smokehouse for the curing and storage
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of hams and flitches of bacon. Up one side stood a sheepfold, a
cart house and stables, and storerooms for feed, hemp, flax, and
tools. The house slaves’ rooms edged the third side. At the far
end were the kitchens, three or four rods from the rear entrance
to the main courtyard, to spare the yellows’ nostrils and ears, and,
to one side of the yard, our goal—the well, with a pair of buckets
slung from long bamboo levers, and beside it the washing shed,
a roof on posts over a pair of stone tubs and stone blocks.

Harlot showed me how to draw water, and we half filled the
tubs; we soaked the clothes and took them out and put them on
the blocks and pounded the dirt out of them with battling sticks.

Across the way at an open stall of the stables we saw Peace and
Solemn shoeing a horse.

I wanted to know from Harlot exactly what it meant to be a
handmaiden to Peace. Where did she and Auntie go toward the
forest with him in evening hours? Did Peace possess them there?
On moss beds? Did that staring power of his release itself in some
incredible gentleness? “Why,” I asked, “does Peace wear his hair
that way?”

Harlot balked—changed from a bubbling companion halfway to
the rigid, vision-stiffened priestess she seemed to be when at
Peace’s side. “It comes from Smart’s book,” she said in a low
voice. I was silent. “Peace,” she said later, so softly I could barely
hear her, “has another name. A Bible name. But it has to be &
secret. Anyone who even whispers his secret name will get sick
in the lungs. If you speak out Peace’s secret name youlll spoil
everyone’s luck. It would be a curse on everyone.” Harlot was
pale; her whispers were rushed.

I was afraid, as it was, of the strange Biblical phrases in the old
white language: Woman of Timnath, Harlot of Gaza. I had no
more questions and pounded angrily at my soiled shift.

A circle of house slaves squatting outdoors on their heels
around the compound entrance to the kitchens began to eat. We
knew that they filched food from the Matriarch’s stores, cooked
too much, and ate the yellows’ leftovers; three meals a day. They
were better dressed than we—some wore castoffs from the yellow
Matriarch and from the son. Several of them were mixes, for
the masters liked slaves near them to have yellowish skins and
folded eyelids. The house slaves had airs and manners; I peeked
askance at them as I worked. Evenings in the hut Harlot had told
us of our Yen house slaves’ realization that theirs was a third-rate
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aristocracy, for on pass days they had seen the high-style planta-
tions downriver, and they knew that our Yen place was sketchy
and crass. The house slaves liked the young master’s wanting to
show more. It was said that the yellow Matriarch, stubborn in
honoring the dead old man’s ways, would not let the son have the
big house plastered or its wooden trim painted. The father had
tolerated “necessities”—cook, laundress, seamstresses, dairy maid,
gardener, handyman, hostler; the son had bought slaves to be
uniformed sedan-chair-bearers, body servants, coachmen, house-
maids, and houseboys. But this “elegance” was all halfhearted,
dissatisfied, lowlife, and unpainted; the hoe hands laughed at the
pretensions that Harlot made so vivid in the telling.

A young man, a mix, the young owner’s body servant, Jug,
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