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To Dad and Mom

“Do not talk about ghosts or gods.”

– Confucius
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In the past no tourists came to Longweizhen, a mountain village located in southern Sichuan. To get there one must first make a 6 hour bus ride from Chengdu to Yibin, and from there hire a small gray van for another 3 hour ride to the village. The van driver is a young man who chain smokes, drives fast on the narrow mountain roads, passes cars on blind curves, while frequently glancing at music videos playing on his tiny dashboard screen. 

But a travel guide mentioned the village, saying that the ridge on Mt. Longwei afforded nice views of the valley and the quaint village below. The book also compared Mt. Longwei’s Hui Tou Shu – See You Later Tree – to Yellow Mountain’s inspiring Ying Ke Song – Welcoming Pine Tree. So now curious Chinese tourists or foreign backpackers occasionally come to climb the mountain. They book a room in the Many Stars Hotel, located on the second floor above Longweizhen’s kindergarten school, spend a day hiking the mountain, and since there’s nothing else to do or see, on the following day they make the perilous trip back to civilization. 
A young woman named Zhao Huan sits behind the counter in the small lobby of the Many Stars Hotel. When guests arrive she checks them in and then calls her friend Cheng Yaqiu, who quickly crosses the street from the village book store, where she spends time reading books she can’t afford to buy. Yaqiu was unable to attend college because her parents had sent her older brother to university, and couldn’t afford to send Yaqiu as well. So Yaqiu helps them with the farm chores, and also leads tourists up to the top of Mt. Longwei. 

When they reach the narrow, rocky ridge that forms the mountain’s peak, Yaqiu points out to her guests that the curving ridge line resembles the skeletal remains of a dragon’s tail, and tells the foreigners that Longwei means dragon’s tail, that shan means mountain, and that zhen means village, so the mountain is called Dragon Tail Mountain, and the village is Dragon Tail Village. Since no one in Longweizhen knows any tales explaining the place names, Yaqiu tells her guests a story she made up herself. 

 “A long time ago a wide, deep river flowed through this valley, and at the bottom of the river a Dragon King and his family all lived happily. But as time passed the gods decided to reroute the river into another valley, in order to flood a village that hadn’t suffered any calamities for many years. This left only the small stream that you see today running through the valley. 

“The Dragon King’s sons and daughters all moved away, and eventually his wife made the journey west to the Kunlun Mountains, to live in the palace of the Queen Mother of the West, leaving the Dragon King alone. Though he could have left too, the Dragon King thought he should stay in case the fickle gods rerouted the river back into his valley. He missed his wife dearly, so in order to have a view of the Kunlun Mountains, he climbed up here and waited patiently on the ridge. Because dragons are not used to the sun, he took an umbrella with him to give himself a little shade.

“But dragons cannot live forever on land; they prefer rivers, lakes, and the ocean. The sun, the high mountain air, and the sorrow in his heart all caused the Dragon King to eventually succumb. His long tail became the ridge we’re standing on, and his umbrella became that pine tree over there, known as See You Later Tree, because that’s what the Dragon King said to his wife when she left.”

The Chinese tourists then take pictures of each other standing in front of the scrawny lone pine tree that grows out of a cleft in the granite. The bemused foreigners stand back and watch, drinking bottles of colored vitamin water. Usually, someone asks Yaqiu: 

“After he died, did the Dragon King also go to the Kunlun Mountains to be with his wife?”

Some days Yaqiu answers, “I don’t know… maybe.” 

Other days she just says, “No.” 

Rarely, she answers, “Yes, they were reunited at last.” 
It was already mid-July and no tourists had come to climb Mt. Longwei. Cheng Jingyu, Yaqiu’s father, said that perhaps it was because of the new railway to Lhasa, so now people were more interested in going there.

“People like to see the monks and drink yak butter tea,” added Cheng Jiying, Yaqiu’s mother, as she chopped green onions and cucumbers. 

“Yak butter tea. Yuck!” said Yaqiu sullenly. She was sitting cross-legged on the kang, eating a green apricot, which she preferred to ripe ones.  

“How do you know it’s yuck?” said Cheng Jiying. “You’ve never been to Tibet.”

“I’ve never been anywhere,” said Yaqiu. “Thanks for reminding me.”

“Well, maybe someday you’ll have a chance to travel,” said Yaqiu’s mother. She glanced at her husband, who was gazing grimly out the window.

“Hualong will be back for Spring Festival,” said Yaqiu’s mother, “You could go to the train station to meet him.”

Yaqiu loved and missed her brother very much, and was quite upset when he’d gone off to college – she had refused to get out of the car and say goodbye. Now that Hualong had graduated and had a job at a hospital in Beijing, he rarely got vacation time, and so they only saw him for a few days during Spring Festival. Hualong would always tell his family exciting stories about life in the capital, which made Yaqiu feel even more bored with her dull life in Longweizhen. 

“Instead of just sitting around moping,” said her father, “you could prepare by climbing the mountain. Get yourself in shape, blaze a new trail. I’ll go with you.”

Yaqiu stopped biting her apricot, her mother stopped chopping, and they both looked at Yaqiu’s father, who never climbed the mountain expect to go halfway up during harvest time to pick corn on the high terraces. Yaqiu’s mother packed some red dates and peanuts for them, and Yaqiu and her father set out on the trail that led from behind the Many Stars Hotel. 

“Where are you going?” said Cheng Jingyu as he reached the ridge and stopped to catch his breath. Yaqiu had already started to descend the ridge, plunging into the thick brush, heading west – the opposite direction of the village. 

“You said blaze a new trail,” she replied over her shoulder. “I’ve never gone down this side. You coming or not?” 

“There’s a good reason to not go down that side – it’s impassable!” 

After hesitating and grumbling for a moment, Cheng Jingyu followed Yaqiu, though she had already disappeared from sight in the head-high bramble. He had gone less than twenty meters down the steep slope, pushing his way through the brush, when he nearly walked right into his daughter. 

She had stopped in front of a dark gray wall of granite, at the entrance to a small cave. As Cheng Jingyu followed her into the cave, trying to see what Yaqiu was gazing at so intently, he stepped into a narrow stream of water flowing out of the cave. 

“A spring!” said Cheng Jingyu.

“Yes,” said Yaqiu, “and that’s not all.” 

Yaqiu took a few more steps deeper into the cave. She and her father used the pale white light of their mobile phones to illuminate the back of cave, which wasn’t very deep. Beside a crack in the stone from where the water issued, a small animal was crouching. It looked like a large reptile, with a snake-like, blue-green body covered with scales, four slender legs, and claws on its feet. It was gazing nervously up at Yaqiu and her father. 

“What is that?” said Cheng Jingyu. “A lizard? A snake? Don’t get too close!”

“I think it’s a dragon,” said Yaqiu. “A young dragon.” 

“Ah! Good!” said Cheng Jingyu. “You could bring tourists here. Charge more money.”

“We should report it,” said Yaqiu. “Some scientists will want to come and examine it.” 

“Are you kidding? You report it and they’ll come and haul it away, stick it in a zoo. We should take it home. We can put it in the chicken coup and let people see it there, sell them little cups of pellets to feed it.”

Yaqiu moved closer to the small dragon and knelt beside it. The dragon tried to move further back, but was against the back wall of the cave and had nowhere else to go. Yaqiu knelt down and offered it some dates and peanuts, at first holding them out in her hand, but then just placing them on the ground in front of the trembling creature. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Yaqiu. “The chickens wouldn’t like that at all, and besides, this is where she prefers to be.” 

“How do you know it’s a she?”

“I just know.”

News of any kind, no matter how trivial, spreads quickly in Longweizhen. Unusual news, like “Cheng Yaqiu found a dragon in a cave on Mt. Longwei,” spreads instantly. Mayor Guo first talked with Yaqiu and her father, and then passed the word around that early the next morning he would go up the mountain with Yaqiu and anyone else who was interested. After that the village would make a collective decision about what to do.

The next day a dozen or so people trekked up the mountain, with Yaqiu leading the way, and her father and Mayor Guo close behind. They crowded into the narrow cave, shining flashlights, which made the little dragon tremble and crouch in fear. But she recognized Yaqiu, who had given her the delicious dates and peanuts the day before, so when Yaqiu knelt beside her, the dragon relaxed and moved closer to her. 

When everyone had finished taking pictures, they started speculating about the dragon – what kind it was and why it was there.  

“It must be a Shenlong, a rain dragon,” said Cheng Jingyu, “See what happens when we come up here and disturb it? Look! The sky’s clouding up. It’ll be raining on us when we head down the mountain, for sure. Same thing happened yesterday. We should just leave it alone or we’ll be flooded.”

“With all due respect, comrade,” said Zhao Xuan, owner of the Many Stars Hotel, “that’s nonsense. It’s summer, remember? It always rains in summer, dragons in caves or not. It’s obviously a Chilong,” continued Zhao Xuan, “a hornless mountain dragon. It’s got no stag horns like most dragons, and it’s on a mountain. It’s a mountain dragon, I’m telling you. Notice it barely moves. A mountain dragon is like that, moves real slow – like a sloth.” 

“What’s a sloth?” asked Cheng Jingyu.

“I saw it on Discovery,” said Zhao Xuan. “Kind of like a monkey, but moves real slow, like – like Ma Dafeng.” Everyone nodded, because they all knew Ma Dafeng. 

“Zhao Xuan, you’re farting through your mouth!” said Feng Xuyang, the village bookseller. “Look at that dragon. It’s just a baby, so of course it’s got no horns. Give it a few years and it will have a nice rack. It’s holed up here in a cave, right? And what else is often in caves?” He looked at everyone but no one spoke. 
“Treasure!” said Bookseller Feng. “This is Fucanglong, a treasure dragon. Yes, it’s a little dragon, but that doesn’t mean the treasure it’s guarding is small.” He started shining his flashlight beam in different directions and scrutinizing the cave walls. “There’s probably a hidden passageway leading to the treasure. We should all start looking.”

“If there’s treasure here,” asked Pan Xiaomeng, wife of Pan Jiucheng, the kindergarten school principal. “why would the gods assign a baby dragon to guard it? That doesn’t make any sense. I think it’s too cute to be an ordinary dragon. Doesn’t its little face remind you of a monkey’s face? I think it’s one of those rare monkey-dragons, and if we take care of it the village will be protected from evil spirits.”

“Monkey-dragon? And you said I was farting through my mouth,” said Mr. Xuan to Bookseller Feng, but loud enough for all to hear. Mrs. Pan cast him a nasty glance, and Principal Pan chuckled. 

“I’ve seen something like this before.” Everyone turned to regard the tall, handsome young man who’d spoken. No one knew his name, but knew that he was a civil engineer who was visiting relatives in Longweizhen.

“We were building a bridge in the mountains of southern Sichuan. When it wandered into our camp we all thought it was a dragon at first, since it lived near the river. Some of the men on the crew still believe it was a dragon. But when we gave it some food and had a closer look, I thought it was just a stray dog. Its body was emaciated, made it look like a snake, and its mangy, hairless skin was covered with scabs that looked like scales. It’s always wet in the mountains down there; I assume some kind of algae gave its skin a blue-green color.”

Everyone gazed at the creature. Pondering the young man’s tale, some of them changed their opinion, though perhaps somewhat reluctantly, and now saw a mangy, algae-covered mongrel.  

Wang Xiaoyu, a retired calligraphist, and the oldest person to climb up the mountain that day, cleared his throat. Everyone stopped talking and looked at him, not sure if Old Wang was going to speak or to spit. 

“That’s definitely no mangy dog,” began Old Wang. The old man was bent slightly, both hands gripping and leaning on the long-handled water brush that he always carried with him and used to write obscure, ancient characters on the sidewalks of Longweizhen. He now pointed his long brush at the water that was trickling down from the cave wall behind the dragon.

“You’re all missing the obvious,” said the old man. “It’s a Dilong, an earth dragon. Earth dragons rule over springs and water courses. Yes, it’s clearly a young dragon, but probably more the age of a teenager than a baby, so it was assigned to a tiny, insignificant spring to guard and maintain. If that were a dog why haven’t we seen him in the village scavenging the garbage piles? Why is he way up here in a cave? It’s an earth dragon.” 

When Old Wang had finished speaking, everyone except the young civil engineer was convinced that he was correct. No one offered any more theories, either out of respect for the Old Wang, or because they thought he’d spoken the truth, or because no one felt they could top his story. 

The next day Mayor Guo dutifully notified the officials, who came out a few days later, asked questions, climbed the mountain, entered the cave, took photos – of the dragon and of themselves standing beside it – then left. Days and weeks went by without any further word from the officials. At one point an entomologist came to Longweizhen, wanting to see the giant cockroach that lived in a cave, and was disappointed when told that he was misinformed. 

Mrs. Pan theorized that because the government is uncomfortable with mysterious phenomena like dragons, they decided to just not deal with it, hoping that people would not make a big deal out of it. The entire town agreed to let Yaqiu and her family decide what to do. Yaqiu made it very clear to everyone that she wanted to keep the dragon’s existence a secret, did not want tourists coming to see it, and that she preferred that if anyone in the village wanted to see it they must go with Yaqiu, who the dragon trusted. 

One foggy morning when there were no tourists around, Yaqiu climbed the mountain alone. On such days she liked to sit on the ridge and watch the fog enfold the mountain and obscure the valley and village below. Then she would imagine she was alone in the world, without responsibilities, without a future or a past, and she would become very peaceful inside, and would sometimes feel like she could take off and fly above the clouds like a white crane.  

As she was making her way down to the dragon’s cave on the new path that she and her father had cleared, Yaqiu was startled by the sound of someone crying out, as if they’d been injured. 

“Li Wanyu!” she shouted as she entered the cave. “Are you crazy?”

A young man was squatting on one side of the cave, holding a pair of pliers in one hand, and looking at his other hand, which was bleeding. 

Yaqiu snatched the pliers out of his hand and landed a kick on his shoulder. Li Wanyu tumbled backwards onto the ground and held up his hands, thinking Yaqiu might take a swing at him with the pliers. 

Li Wanyu did various odd jobs in the village, occasionally helping out at his mother’s fruit stand, but more often pursuing dubious get-rich-quick ventures. Normally, Yaqiu regarded him with indifference and kept her distance from him. But she also felt some pity for him because the village girls tended to shun him, and because he and his widowed mother were, like Yaqiu and her family, poor. 
But when she saw a small dragon scale on the ground and realized what Li Wanyu had done, anger replaced pity. 

“I … I was just … don’t hit me!” stammered Li Wanyu. 

“Just what?” demanded Yaqiu. 

“I was just trying to get a few scales, that’s all. It bit me!”

“Good! I hope she hurt you.”

Yaqiu lowered the pliers. She moved toward the dragon to comfort it and make sure it wasn’t hurt, but when the dragon saw the pliers in Yaqiu’s hand it shied away from her and whimpered. Yaqiu threw the pliers out of the cave into the brush, showed the dragon her empty hands, and then was able to move closer and inspect it. 

After interrogating Li Wanyu she learned that he was planning to sell dragon scales to people who wished to absorb the dragon’s spirit and healing energy. Someone could wear a scale on a gold chain around their neck, or on a bracelet, or place a scale in a tea cup, add hot water, ginger and honey, and drink the salubrious concoction. 

“That’s stupid nonsense,” said Yaqiu, “and you know it is.”

“Yeah,” said Li Wanyu, getting up warily and moving quickly so that Yaqiu was between him and the dragon. “But a lot of people believe that stuff, that’s what counts. Why can’t I make a little money off of this? You didn’t make this thing, you just discovered it by chance.”

Yaqiu didn’t know how to respond; she knew it was just chance that had allowed her to discover the dragon and not someone else. Li Wanyu sullenly picked up the dragon scale he’d managed to extract, but when Yaqiu held out her hand and gave him a stern look he handed it over to her. 

“Li Wanyu,” Yaqiu said, “even though she’s just a young dragon, if you make her angry, she could cause some kind of accident to happen to you.” Yaqiu was making it up as she went along, but she wanted to scare Li Wanyu. “Like, while you’re up here on the mountain she could make a rainstorm and cause a landslide that would kill you.”

“Now you’re talking nonsense,” said Li Wanyu, frowning as he examined the wound on his finger. But he was thinking about his father, who had driven his motor-trike off the Banbihe Bridge and drowned in the Banbihe River. Some people believed that the river’s dragon king was annoyed by the loud sound of the motor-trike, and had caused a gust of wind to blow Li Liang off the bridge. 
“Listen,” said Yaqiu, “you’re mom sells bottled water at her fruit stand, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Why don’t you bring up some empty bottles, fill them with spring water, and sell them at her stand.” 

“Hmm, that’s not a bad idea,” said Li Wanyu. “Maybe I could switch the labels and call it Dragon Tail Mountain Spring Water.” 

“Sure,” said Yaqiu, “Let’s go.”

She waited until he had left the cave, then placed on the cave floor in front of the dragon some apple pieces and meat scraps that Butcher Chen had donated, and then turned to leave. 

Yaqiu fed the dragon every day for the next few days, and on one day she, along with Principle Pan and Teacher Lu, took a class of kindergartners up the mountain to teach them all about dragons, and tell them stories of famous dragons from Chinese history. 

But one day, only a week after she’d discovered the dragon, Yaqiu found the cave empty. She looked around to see if Li Wanyu had been there, but saw no incriminating signs. When she returned to the mountain top she was fortunate to have one last sight of the dragon. 

As she came up onto the ridge Yaqiu spotted her, standing beside the See You Later Tree, sniffing the wind, as if trying to decide which direction to go. The dragon turned and looked at Yaqiu for a moment, raised and lowered her head slightly. Yaqiu nodded and whispered “Goodbye.” The dragon then disappeared into the brush. 

Yaqiu told her father what had happened, and her account of how the dragon had departed spread quickly through the village. Soon everyone was telling the story of how Yaqiu had come upon the dragon on the peak of Mt. Longwei, standing nobly beside the See You Later Tree, and that Yaqiu had watched it take off into the air and fly away like a white crane. Mrs. Pan remarked that clearly the dragon was waiting for Yaqiu to come along so that they could say goodbye. 

“You need to start thinking about what university you want to attend,” said Cheng Jingyu to Yaqiu the day after the dragon left. 

“Forget it,” she said to her father. “Who will help you with the chores?

“Hualong is sending money home now. I can retire, so there won’t be so many chores to help with.” 

“And who will take people up the mountain?” asked Yaqiu. “You?”

“Hey! I could if I wanted to,” said Cheng Jingyu. “But, you’re right, I’m not going to. No one is. We don’t need a guide. The trail is clearly marked, people can just pay the fee and head up on their own. Bookseller Feng is going to print up a pamphlet that includes a map, your story about the mountain and the See You Later Tree, and of course about the dragon. We’ll be fine.” 

“But – ” 

“Yaqiu, listen to me. This is your last summer as an uneducated tour guide. In the fall you go to college to study … whatever you want. I’ve delayed your education, so I’m not going to tell what to study. You decide. But… ” Cheng Jingyu handed Yaqiu a package, “here’s a suggestion.”

“What’s this?”

“Open it.”

Yaqui unwrapped and examined a collection of Lu Xun stories, as well as a new notebook with white, lined pages, and a box of ballpoint pens. She looked at her father, feeling her eyes grow moist.  

“Those stories you like to make up,” he said, “you should write them down. Maybe you could study something at university that involves writing. I don’t know. Just don’t become a poet, okay?”

“I won’t,” said Yaqiu. “Thank you Baba.” 

“Don’t forget about the note,” said Yaqiu’s mother. 

“Oh, yeah,” said Yaqiu’s father. “That young man, the civil engineer, he left yesterday, headed down to Yunnan, he said. But he asked me to give you this.” 

Yaqiu unfolded the small piece of paper and read a name and a phone number. 

“He said that if you need some help you can call him.” 

“Ok,” said Yaqiu, “but…”

“But maybe you won’t need help?”

Yaqiu smiled and hugged her father. 

Li Liang’s Ghost

There was a time when the villagers of Longweizhen were reluctant to use the Banbihe Bridge, not just because it was narrow and had no guardrails, but also because they believed that Li Liang’s ghost waited under the bridge, knowing that the only way he could free himself from limbo was to provide the gods with another drowning victim to replace his soul. 

 Li Liang had met with his unfortunate fate the night he drove his motor-trike off the side of the bridge and plunged into the dark waters of the Banbihe River. Some people said that the river’s dragon king, annoyed by the sound of the motor-trike, had caused a gust of wind to send Li Liang careening. But most people believed that Li Liang’s drunk driving was the cause, and that the full bottle of baijiu 91discovered in his coat pocket when they found his body, had caused him to sink like a rock. 

Not long after Li Liang drowned, stories of his ghost started circulating through the village – about how he was harassing people who crossed the bridge, trying to trip them up, grab and drag them, make them go flying over the edge. Feng Xuyang, the village bookseller, reported he felt someone push him from behind as he was crossing the bridge early one morning on foot. He said he nearly tumbled into the river.  

“I owe my life to the fact that I do tai chi every day,” said Feng Xuyang. “Good balance.”  

Zhao Huan, the daughter of Zhao Xuan, owner of Longweizhen’s Many Stars Hotel, said that one evening when she was crossing the bridge on her way to her grandparents' home, she heard someone running up behind her, turned and saw Li Liang’s ghost with a wild look in his eyes. She said that when she screamed Li Liang stopped and covered his ears, giving her time to escape. Everyone in Longweizhen was familiar with Zhao Huan’s ear-piercing screams. When she was a child everyone assumed she would grow up to become a Peking Opera performer, specializing in the daomadan – the young female warrior. 

One day Mayor Guo’s wife told her husband that a hand had reached up over the side of the bridge and grabbed her ankle. She happened to be wearing heals that day, so with her other foot she gave Li Liang’s arm a good spiking, heard a loud yelp, and went on her way. 

That evening Mayor Guo visited Li Hui, Li Liang’s widow. Being polite, knowing that she was still grieving the loss of her husband, he suggested to her that she pray more, burn more incense, make more offerings, and, if she could afford it, hire a Taoist priest to perform an exorcism ritual. 

Li Hui apologized profusely to Mayor Guo, and promised she’d make every effort to stop her husband’s ghost from attacking people. She couldn’t afford a Taoist priest, so over the next several days she burned several sticks of incense, and every day placed on the bridge offerings of fruit, tea, paper money, dumplings, cigarettes, and bottles of baijiu – things she thought would make her husband happy in the afterlife.  

Li Hui also prayed constantly: while cooking meals, washing clothes, and even while selling fruit at her fruit stand. Aware of her difficult situation, none of the villagers thought her rude for mumbling a prayer while weighing their apples and peaches rather than chatting with them about the weather or their grandchildren, like she normally did.  

But despite all of Li Hui’s earnest and devout efforts, Li Liang’s ghost continued to harass people day and night as they crossed the bridge. Those with cars didn’t worry too much, though one person did report a suspicious tire blowout just as he was driving over the bridge. 

For people on bicycles or on foot, going several miles out of their way to the next bridge was too inconvenient, and so they had no choice but to peddle or run as fast as they could, chanting “Namo Emituofo! Namo Emituofo!” breathlessly as they sped across the bridge.

Realizing that her efforts were having no effect, Li Hui appealed to her son, Li Wanyu, to see if he could do something to help. 

“Just try talking with him,” said Li Hui to her son. “Maybe he’ll listen to you.” 

“He never listened to me while he was alive,” said Wanyu. 

“And you never listened to him,” said Li Hui. “Maybe now it will be different.”

Reluctantly, to appease his mother, Wanyu went to the Banbihe Bridge that night, sat down on the edge, and gazed down at the dark water flowing below him. He passed the time by drinking a bottle of Kekoukele, munching on sunflower seeds, and spitting the shells into the river. But when no ghost appeared after an hour, Wanyu stood up to go home. 

Suddenly Wanyu felt something hit him square on the back. He looked down and saw a dumpling. Another one smacked against the back of his neck, and a third hit his ear as he was turning to see who was pelting him with dumplings. The last dumpling was thrown so hard it made him stumble toward the edge of the bridge. Wiping off his ear, Wanyu swore angrily at his father, who was standing behind him with a dumpling in each hand, one hand poised to throw. 

“Hey! Watch your mouth,” said Li Liang. He lowered his hand. “I didn’t know it was you.”

“Even if it was someone else you shouldn’t be throwing dumplings,” said Wanyu. 

He glared at his father. Li Liang dropped the dumplings he was holding and let out a defeated sigh. 

“Dad,” said Wanyu. “Sit down. I need to talk to you.” 

Wanyu sat back down on the edge of the bridge, and after a moment his father sat down beside him. 

“Sure, son. What’s wrong?” asked Li Liang. 

“Nothing’s wrong with me,” said Wanyu. “You’re the problem. You need to stop attacking people. Everybody in the village is pissed off at you. And everyone thinks that Mom and I need to do something about it.”

Li Liang gazed down at the river as Wanyu spoke. 

“But what can I do, son? You know the rules. If I don’t give the gods someone to replace me I’ll be stuck here forever. Do you want your father living under this bridge for eternity?”

“And suppose you manage to make someone else drown,” said Wanyu. “Then what? Doesn’t that person have to find another victim? Where does it end? When there’s no one left in Longweizhen?”

Li Liang was silent for a moment. “We didn’t make the rules,” he finally said. 

“No,” said Wanyu, “but we can choose to follow them or not.” 

Since neither of them knew what to do, Wanyu changed the subject, asked his father what it was like being dead, being a ghost, living under the bridge. They chatted for a while and ate sunflower seeds together. Li Liang answered his son’s questions, gave him his impressions on death and being a ghost, and then asked Wanyu about Li Hui, how was she holding up. 

“She’s doing fine,” said Wanyu, “But, you know, the whole village is pressuring her to do something about you. Can’t you just stop attacking people? Just live here under the bridge, be a friendly ghost? Mom and I can come and see you, bring you dumplings during Spring Festival, zongzi at Mid-Autumn Festival…” 

Li Liang explained to his son that being in a state of limbo was a terrible feeling of being unsettled, and that he couldn’t help but attack people, he felt compelled to, in order to free himself from this no man’s land between life and rebirth. 

Eventually, Wanyu got his father to agree to stop bothering people for just a few days, while he tried some things. Wanyu suggested they offer the gods an animal. Li Liang replied that he already tried that: three rats and a stray dog – no effect. The victim had to be a human. 

“I have an idea,” said Wanyu. “We’ll make the gods believe someone has drowned when no one really has. We can fool the gods. They’re not so smart.”

“No one can fool the gods, son,” said Li Liang. “But you go ahead and give it a try. Thanks for wanting to help me.” He patted his son on the shoulder and they said goodnight. 

The next day Wanyu arrived at the bridge carrying a full-sized, naked, white manikin under his arm. He explained to his father that he’d borrowed it from Wang Yun, the owner of the village clothing shop. He had promised her he’d return the manikin clean and unharmed, and though she was reluctant, Wang Yun let Wanyu take her only male manikin. She said she couldn’t afford to lose a female one, since she displayed more women’s clothing than men’s.

Not only did the manikin fail to fool the gods, but it struck some rocks in the river and broke apart. The head snapped off, and the body quickly filled with water and was pulled under by the swift current. The white head’s nose had broken off, leaving a triangular hole in the middle of its face. It drifted into an eddy close to shore, where it floated slowly in a circle while gazing up at the sun. Wanyu was able to retrieve it by poking a long stick into the nose hole and fishing the head out of the water. 

“What am I supposed to do with this?” demanded Wang Yun angrily, when Wanyu returned the head. He turned it over and a little more water poured out onto the floor. “And what will I use to display men’s clothing?”

“You can use one of the female manikins,” said Wanyu.

“They have women’s faces, and breasts!” 

“You can saw them off easy enough,” replied Wanyu. “I’ll help you if you want. Wang Yun, I’m really sorry, but I have to get back to the bridge before my dad kills somebody.” 

“I’m not cutting off any breasts,” said Wang Yun as she tossed the ruined manikin head aside. “You need to pay me for that manikin!” 

“Ok, I will!” said Wanyu as he fled the shop. 

The next day Wanyu enlisted Gao Qi, a high school pal who was a good swimmer. Halfway across the bridge Gao Qi pretended to stumble off the edge. He plunged under water, and a moment later popped up and floated downstream with the current. He floated face down, arms and legs splayed out, his body as still as a drowned man’s. His performance was so convincing that Wanyu panicked, and he ran alongside the river shouting to his friend. 

Several seconds later, and several meters downstream, Gao Qi’s arms and legs started flailing and kicking. He swam to the river bank and came running up with a grin on his face, quite pleased with his portrayal of a drowned man. Wanyu told his friend he’d done great. But unfortunately, after Gao Qi had gone, Wanyu found his father resting in the shade under the bridge, eating some red plums and reading a Monkey King comic book that Wanyu had brought him. 

The following day Wanyu slept in late and was feeling reluctant to go to the bridge. He knew that at the very least he needed to spend time with his father, engage him in conversation, or play a game of Chinese chess or badminton, anything to distract him from his urge to make someone drown. But Wanyu was all out of plans for fooling the gods, and it was starting to look like his father was right. 

Just then a neighbor, Mrs. Wu, knocked on the door. After she’d sat down and was sipping a cup of tea, Mrs. Wu told Wanyu and Li Hui that her 92-year old mother had passed away during the night. She said that the old woman was alert up until the end, and was fully aware of their problem – Li Liang’s ghost – because Mrs. Wu had kept her bedridden mother entertained by telling her all the latest Longweizhen gossip. 

Before the old woman died she had told Mrs. Wu that she should talk to Li Hui and Wanyu, and see if they could use her body after she died, to solve their problem. The old woman had wanted to help because Li Liang’s father and the old woman’s husband had been good friends, and because Li Liang had always been kind to her and her family. 

Li Hui was touched that Mrs. Wu wanted to help, but she politely and firmly refused. 

“We’re not going to throw your mother’s body into the Banbihe River,” said Li Hui. 

Mrs. Wu said she thought that wouldn’t be necessary. She told them her idea, and insisted that they give it a try. 

“Mom wanted to help Li Liang,” said Mrs. Wu. “Let her help.”

That afternoon they placed the old woman’s body on the river bank, with her feet in the water. The family members, and even a few curious neighbors, were all present. Mrs. Wu told everyone that her mother had always enjoyed coming to the river during the summer, sitting on the river bank and soaking her feet in the cool water. 

By reading a script that Wanyu had hastily written for them, the group enacted a scene in which they discovered the body of the drowned matriarch, mercifully washed up onto the river bank. Though they weren’t very good actors, Wanyu thought they sounded pretty convincing, and everyone applauded when they had finished. Nevertheless, after they’d taken up the body and departed, Wanyu found Li Liang under the bridge, quietly weeping, thinking of the past, the old woman, her departed husband, and his own father. 

That evening, when Mayor Guo visited again, Wanyu told him and his mother that he had one more plan, and that he was confident it would work. Despite their questioning, he refused to tell them what his plan was. 

Early the next morning, before his mother was up, Wanyu rode off on his bicycle. When he reached the bridge he paused for a moment to tighten the rope that was wrapped around both his waist and his bike. With a grim and determined expression on his face, he peddled his bicycle onto the bridge, and deliberately steered it off the edge. The bike, with Wanyu tied firmly to it, pierced the early morning mist that blanketed the river, plunged into the dark water, and quickly sank. 

The bike settled onto the muddy river bed, Wanyu’s hands went limp and released the handlebars, and after a few seconds the bubbles stopped flowing out of his mouth. 

Suddenly a pair of hands started frantically untying the rope. Wanyu’s rescuer quickly freed Wanyu’s body and swam with it to the river bank. 

Li Liang, having seen someone peddle across the bridge and steer their bike toward the edge, was at first excited that he would soon be free from limbo. But when the bike plummeted off the edge and he saw the fear in his son’s eyes, Li Liang dove into the river, swam down into murky water, untied the rope around Wanyu’s waist, and dragged his son’s lifeless body up to the river bank. 

Li Liang knelt next to his son, who was coughing up water. He slapped his son, then raised his hand to slap him again. 

“I’m alive already!” sputtered Wanyu. “Stop slapping me!” 

“I know you’re alive,” said Li Liang. “I’m slapping you because that was a stupid thing to do. How could you be so stupid? You have your mother to take care of.”

“I was trying to take care of you,” said Wanyu. 

At that moment Wanyu and his father both heard crying coming from the bridge. They looked up and saw Li Hui, weeping into a tissue and stepping toward the edge of the bridge. 

Simultaneously Li Liang and Wanyu shouted at her. Li Hui was startled to see them, especially Wanyu. She explained to them that she had followed Wanyu to the bridge and had seen him fly off the edge, peddling his bike as it plunged into the water. Thinking that she was now left with no husband or son, she had decided to join them at the bottom of the river. 

Wanyu assured his mother that he hadn’t drowned and that he wasn’t a ghost. Li Liang apologized to his wife for all the trouble he had caused, and he told her to step away from the edge and come down off the bridge. 

But when they’d finished speaking to her, Li Hui replied that Li Liang’s ghost still needed to be set free, and because she and Li Liang were old, they should be the ones to leave this world, and Wanyu should live. When she’d finished speaking she nodded her head with finality, then jumped. Li Liang and Wanyu both shouted “No!” as Li Hui disappeared into the turbid water. 

Instantly the sky turned dark, there was a clap of thunder, a streak of lightening, and a strong gust of wind. The water churned and a great wave formed, rose up, and crashed on the river bank, nearly pulling Li Liang and Wanyu in as it receded. Stunned, they gazed for a moment at Li Hui’s body, deposited on the river bank by the wave, as if the river had violently regurgitated her. 

Seeing her lifeless body, Li Liang and Wanyu hugged each other. Wanyu noticed that Li Liang felt somewhat less solid, like something halfway between an ephemeral phantom and a solid human form, and he appeared to be starting to fade. 

“What’s wrong with you?” said Li Hui. Li Liang and Wanyu looked and saw that she had sat up, she was alive, and that she was staring at Li Liang. “You look pale,” she said to him.

“I’m a ghost,” he replied. 

“No, Dad,” said Wanyu. “She’s right. You look different. You’re fading.”

“Fading?” said Li Liang, looking at his hands and arms. 

“Two near deaths,” said Wanyu. “Maybe we really did fool the gods.” 

“Or,” said Li Liang, “maybe they decided to break their own rules this time, let me continue on to the Western Mountains without fulfilling my obligation. They saw what a loving wife and filial son I have, so they took pity on me.”

“I think the gods are letting you go,” said Li Hui, “because you saved your son’s life.” She wiped away the tears from her eyes so that she could see him clearly as he faded. 

Wanyu was thinking that the wave that had tossed his mother up onto the river bank was probably a surge from a thunder storm up on the mountain, but he decided to agree with his parents and just nod his head. 

“You’re fading fast, dear,” said Li Hui. She reached out and caressed her husband’s cheek, which felt only slightly more substantial than a vapor, and yet still warm. 

“Dad, you look like river mist,” said Wanyu, who eyes were now also filling with tears. 

“It feels good,” said Li Liang. “It feels good.” 

“Dad!” blurted Wanyu. “I…” But he could not finish his sentence. 

“You love me,” said Li Liang. Wanyu nodded, feeling ashamed and sad and happy. “I know you do, son. I know you do.” He smiled at his son and his wife. “See you later.”

Then the last swirl of Li Liang’s ghost disappeared like the mist hanging over the river as it burns off in the morning sun. 

Wanyu put his arm around his mother, who was now crying, and they walked slowly home. 

No one was ever bothered again by Li Liang’s ghost when they crossed Banbihe Bridge. Wanyu and his mother attended the funeral of Mrs. Wu’s mother. And Mayor Guo was able to get the county to put guardrails on the bridge, so that there would be no more accidents or untimely departures. 
Cliff Coffin Bed

After Hu Gaopan graduated from a university in Chengdu, he returned to his hometown, the village of Longweizhen in Sichuan, to teach at a newly opened elementary school. During the summer he would often walk several kilometers through the mountains to the small villages that had no schools, where he would give informal lessons to the children. Or he would simply hike amongst the steep crags and lush gorges, enjoying the scenery and the solitude. Because of his tall, gangly figure, people always recognized Gaopan when they saw him coming and greeted him warmly. 

Having hiked these trails since he was a boy, Gaopan was very familiar with them. And he had a good since of direction; his grandfather had taught him to pay attention to the sun and the shadows. But one afternoon Gaopan got lost. 

Dusk comes early in the mountains, and Gaopan had stayed out too long before heading back to his village. In the fading light he lost sight of the trail. It had switched-back at one point, and being lost in thought – composing a poem in his head as he walked along – Gaopan had missed the switchback and had kept on walking straight into the forest. He eventually realized what he’d done, but when he went back he couldn’t find the trail. 

But Gaopan wasn’t worried. He knew that he could always sleep in the forest, which he’d done before, and then in the morning find his way to his village. It was when he fell off the cliff that Gaopan started to worry. 

There was no time for Gaopan’s life to flash before his eyes as he fell, because he immediately landed on something solid: a narrow wooden box stuck onto the side of the cliff. He looked around and realized that he’d fallen off one of the cliffs where the ancient Bo people had fastened their coffins, and that he’d fallen directly on top of one. Fortunately, the centuries-old coffin didn’t break open when he landed.  

The story of the ancient Bo people was one that Gaopan told his young students. The Bo, who had been mostly wiped out by a Ming Dynasty army in 1573, had given their dead “cliff burials.” They placed the wooden coffins on logs inserted into square holes dug into the cliff face, sometimes stacking two or three coffins on top of each other for a couple or a family. 

Gaopan explained to the children that because the Bo people regarded eagles as their first ancestors, burying their dead high on cliffs made it possible for them to return to their ancestors. Most of the children, when Gaopan asked them, said they would like to be eagles perched high up on cliffs. 

One day a little girl asked Gaopan, “What if a Bo person was afraid of heights? Would they still put his coffin on the cliff?”

Before Gaopan could reply an older boy spoke up. “If he was dead it wouldn’t matter,” he said to the girl, with a bit of disdain. 

“But his spirit would be frightened,” she retorted. 

“His family,” Gaopan said to them both, “would probably put his coffin on the cliff, but not very high off the ground, so his spirit could relax and feel safe.”

“Oh,” said the girl. “That’s a good idea.”

Gaopan stood up on the coffin to see if he could climb back up the cliff. But he soon gave up the idea because the top of the cliff was too far above him, and the cliff face was sheer with no finger holds. When he looked down he saw that he was above the tree tops, perhaps 80 to 90 meters above ground. There was one tall bamboo tree not far from the cliff, and he contemplated leaping over to it and then climbing down, but decided it was too risky. 

Gaopan could have used his mobile phone, but he chose not to. He knew it would be very difficult for a rescue team to find him in the dark, in a remote mountain area, perched on a cliff, and he didn’t want to disturb his family and neighbors, who were just then sitting down to dinner. Also, he knew that although people in his village liked him, they also regarded him as a little quirky, and he didn’t want a story going around about how he got lost and fell off a cliff. And besides, Gaopan still felt confident that when morning came he could figure a way out of his predicament. 

Gaopan had slept in some unusual places before: in a cave behind a waterfall, on top of a crumbling portion of the Great Wall, and even inside a hollowed out giant banyan tree during a typhoon. But this was this first time he’d slept on top of a coffin hanging on a cliff. 

So Gaopan decided to make the best of it and make himself comfortable. He sat with his back to the cliff with his legs dangling off the coffin, ate some of the steamed stuffed buns he’d brought, wrote a little in his journal, read the book that he brought along, sang a few of his favorite songs, sent a few text messages – not mentioning his current situation, of course – and finally just sat and listened to the night sounds of the forest.  

When he felt sleepy Gaopan placed his backpack at the head of the coffin for his pillow, laid on his side and drew in his legs, reflecting that another advantage of the place was that he’d be safe from snakes and wild animals. He was also thinking that one of the things he liked best about life was that it occasionally offered up unpredictable adventures. 

Sometime later, Gaopan realized that he had to pee. It was a clear night and the moon, full and bright, has risen over the mountains. As he was relieving himself off the side of the coffin, Gaopan saw something that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. 

The coffin nearest to Gaopan’s was at the same level, and only about ten meters away. On top of the coffin sat a thin, pale-faced man with long white hair and wispy beard, wearing a hat made of woven strips of bamboo. He was facing Gaopan, staring at him. Because of his height, Gaopan was used to people gawking at him now and then, but something about this old man’s staring made him feel uncomfortable.  

“Greetings, venerable old one,” said Gaopan to the man. The man said nothing. Gaopan finished his business and sat back down on the coffin. 
“With all due respect, sir,” said Gaopan, “It’s not polite to just stare at me and not speak.”

“He can’t speak,” said a voice from below. 

Gaopan looked down and saw a woman dressed in a pale blue shirt and long skirt – traditional dress of the Bo women. 

“He and his brother were attacked by a wolf when he was a boy,” she continued. “The wolf killed and ate his brother. After that he never spoke again.”

Suddenly a man appeared, sitting next to the woman. Gaopan saw that they were sitting on top of a stack of two coffins. That, and the fact that the man had materialized out of thin air, made Gaopan realize that they were the spirits of an ancient Bo man and his wife. 

“What are you doing here?” said another voice. Gaopan turned and saw a young, muscular man sitting on another coffin. He was holding a chisel-like tool or weapon in one hand, slapping it lightly into the palm of his other hand. 
“I fell off the cliff,” Gaopan replied, pointing above. In the bright moonlight he could see that all the coffins on the cliff face now had one, two, or three people sitting on them, and that they were all looking at him. He was now feeling very nervous, and was regretting his comment to the old man about staring. 

“I’m sorry if I disturbed you all,” he said, looking around. 

“You didn’t disturb me,” said the man with the tool or weapon, “but you should probably apologize to him.”  

Gaopan turned his head and was nose-to-nose with a man sitting right next to him, scowling at him. Gaopan’s mouth went dry and moved to speak, but fear kept any words from coming out. 

“Are you one of those treasure hunters?” said the man, still frowning. “There’s no gold or jade in my coffin. I wasn’t a rich man.” 

“No!” Gaopan quickly replied. “I didn’t come here to steal anything. I fell. I’m sorry if I woke you when I fell on your coffin.”

“I wasn’t sleeping,” said the man. “I was being dead!” This made everyone laugh, and a wry smile came over the man’s face.

“Did you hurt yourself?” asked the man.

“No,” Gaopan replied. “Maybe a scratch, but I’m fine.” 

“We don’t get many visitors,” said the woman below. 

“Not live ones, anyway,” added her husband. This made everyone laugh again. 

Suddenly there was a loud thump beside Gaopan. 

“How many times have I told you not to do that!” said a woman’s voice from above. 

Standing beside him, his head level with Gaopan’s, was a boy. He had jumped down from the coffin above. He grinned and touched the top of Gaopan’s head. 

“Uncle!” said the boy. “Why is your hair so short?” The boy’s hair was in the Bo people style: black and straight, down nearly to his shoulders, covering his ears and forehead. Their eyes were black, they were all simply dressed, and Gaopan thought them a very handsome looking people. 

“I think he’s cute,” said a young woman, gazing down at Gaopan with a coy smile on her face. Her dark bangs came down to her eyes, and when she blinked her delicate hair moved. The moonlight fell on her face, glistening in her dark eyes. Now Gaopan was the one staring without speaking, because the girl was very pretty. 

“What’s your name?” she asked him. 

“Hu Gaopan,” replied Gaopan. 

“My coffin is very comfortable and cozy, Hu Gaopan,” she said, smiling sweetly. Everyone laughed again, and a few made suggestive sounds as well. Gaopan even saw a half-smile on the face of the old man who didn’t speak. 

“Don’t tease him,” said the woman below. “That’s my niece,” she said to Gaopan. “She died before getting married. But she’s healthy – she’s a good girl.”

“We have something in common, Hu Gaopan,” said the young women. “I also fell off a cliff! I was picking wildflowers and I got too close to the edge. They never found my body, but our village shaman was able to speak to my spirit. He told me that my family had hung up a coffin for me, so I’d have a home and not have to keep wandering alone in the woods – like you do!” 

“Venerable ancestors,” said Gaopan politely, “I want to ask you a question. I read in a book that the Bo people, when they got married, had some of their upper side teeth knocked out. Is this true?”

“It’s true!” said the husband below. He and his wife both used their fingers to pull at the corners of their mouths, so that Gaopan could see the dark gaps. 

“The Bo man does this,” said the young man with the tool or weapon, “to show everyone that he is strong and brave, and will therefore be a good husband and protect his wife.” 

“And the bride does it,” said the woman below, placing a hand on her husband’s shoulder, “to show that she supports her husband and can endure hardships.”

“I’m not having my teeth knocked out when I get married,” said the young woman above. “Don’t you think I have pretty teeth, Hu Gaopan?” She smiled and her teeth glimmered in the moonlight. The old man sitting next to Gaopan elbowed him. 

“She has nice teeth,” he said. He then sighed and added, “Ah! She’s too young for me.” 

Suddenly there was a blood curdling scream that made Gaopan nearly jump off his coffin. The boy crouched down behind Gaopan. 

“It’s Amu!” said the man next to Gaopan, “You’d better not say anything.” 

Suddenly Amu appeared poised at the top of the bamboo tree, the flexible branch barely bending under his weight, which wasn’t very much because he was a ghost. His long black hair was waving in the night breeze, he was wielding a sword, and he was staring directly at Gaopan.

“Amu,” explained the man sitting next to Gaopan, “is still fighting a battle against an enemy from centuries ago – a Han general who took his wife.” 

“Han!” said Amu to Gaopan. “Prepare to die.”

“Leave him alone, Amu,” said the man next to Gaopan. “He’s not your man.”

“He’s a Han, and so he’s my enemy” said Amu. “Now stand up and fight!”

The other ghosts tried to reason with Amu, but he could not be persuaded. 

Gaopan wanted to try to talk himself out a very dangerous situation, explain that he was just a school teacher, not a soldier, and that he was probably not in any way related to the man who’d taken Amu’s wife. But before he could speak the young man above tossed Gaopan his tool or weapon, and Gaopan prepared to start fending off the vicious blows of Amu’s sword. 

But before Amu could strike the first blow, the old man who didn’t speak shouted, “Enough!” Everyone, including Amu, was startled and stared at him. “He’s not the man who took your wife, Amu,” continued the old man. “And killing him will not bring her back. Nor will it stop the pain in your heart.”

“I’ve turned my pain into anger,” said Amu, “which I will use to get revenge.”

“He is not your enemy,” said the old man. “Your enemy is long dead. And so is your wife. All you have now is us, your friends, and that includes him. He is our guest and our friend.” 

“Noble warrior, I would like to be your friend,” Gaopan quickly added, “if you would so honor me.”

Amu regarded Gaopan for a moment, and then lowered his sword. “It’s obvious you’re not a warrior,” he said. “You probably don’t even know how to fight.”

“You could teach me,” said Gaopan. “To learn from a brave Bo warrior as yourself would be a great honor.” Gaopan then cupped his left hand over his right fist and bowed slightly. 

“That’s a Han gesture,” said Amu. 

“Sorry,” said Gaopan. 

Amu then sprang up into the air off the bamboo tree, let out another earsplitting scream, and disappeared into the dark forest. Gaopan thanked the muscular young man and tossed back up to him his tool or weapon. 

“Are you ok, Hu Gaopan?” asked the young woman above. “Did he hurt you?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” replied Gaopan. 

“I liked those songs you were singing earlier,” said the woman below. “Can you teach us?”

Gaopan sang a verse of the pop song “Hey Girl, Look This Way.” When he led them in another chorus he noticed that the young woman changed the words to “Hey Boy, Look This Way.” 

Gaopan then listened as the spirits sang a traditional Bo song. Though he couldn’t understand the ancient words, he was very moved by the song, which was simultaneously lyrical, sad, and uplifting. The boy’s voice was especially lovely, and at times seemed to soar up into the sky like an eagle. Gaopan noticed that the old man did not sing; he had gone back to being silent. 

“We don’t need to rest,” said the man next to Gaopan, “but you do. We shouldn’t keep you awake.” He motioned to the others, and everyone started disappearing into their coffins. The boy clambered deftly like a spider up the cliff face and vanished. 

“You’re welcome to sleep on my coffin,” said the man. “Although, it does tend to get cold at night here in the valley,” he said, glancing up at the young woman, who was gazing down at Gaopan with a smile on her face. 

“It’s ok,” said the man, nudging Gaopan with his elbow. “She’s lonely – like you.”

Suddenly the muscular young man was on the coffin right next to Gaopan. He turned around and told Gaopan to climb onto his back. With Gaopan on his back he then scrambled effortlessly up the cliff, the way the boy had done, stopping next to the young woman’s coffin. The young woman had raised the lid of her coffin, and so Gaopan slid off the young man’s back and climbed in. The young man then returned to his coffin and disappeared. 

The young woman and Gaopan started to lie down in the coffin, but as she was lowering the coffin lid, Gaopan stopped it and held it open. 

“He’s still there,” said Gaopan. The woman saw that he was gazing at the old man who didn’t speak, who was still out, sitting on his coffin, staring into the dark forest. 

“He stays out all night,” she said. “He just watches the forest.” 

“Watches for what?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he wants to protect us,” she said, “Or maybe he’s watching for his brother’s spirit.”

“Has he ever seen his brother’s spirit?”

“No, but he keeps watching.”

The woman lowered the coffin lid. Though the coffin was narrow, there was just enough room for two. Being shy, Gaopan rolled over onto his side with his back to her. As he was falling asleep, Gaopan decided that the coffin interior, with its sweet camphoric odor of nanmu wood, with the young woman snuggled up to him, her breath softly caressing the back of his neck, was indeed a very comfortable and cozy place to sleep. 

Sometime during the night Gaopan was awakened by a noise that sounded like someone striking the cliff above him. He sat up, lifted the coffin lid just enough to peer out, and saw the young man, the moonlight reflecting off his muscular shoulders and back. The man was placing his chisel-like tool against the cliff face, and then repeatedly hitting it with a hammer. 

“It’s cold,” said the young woman, pulling Gaopan back down. Gaopan lay on his back and she snuggled up against him. She kissed his cheek and murmured contentedly. Gaopan noticed that she seemed different from before, more alive. He now felt the weight of her slender body against his, and he could feel her warmth. It felt nice. He held her body close to his. 

The hammering noise went on for several minutes, and then stopped, and Gaopan soon fell back asleep. 

When he awoke in the morning Gaopan found himself lying on top of the young woman’s coffin. The sky was turning light, and there were no Bo people spirits in sight. Gaopan wondered if all he’d experienced during the night had just been a dream. He placed his hand on the coffin, thinking about how dreams can seem so real, can feel so real. 

When Gaopan stood up he noticed something on the cliff face that hadn’t been there the day before. Several neat holes had been dug into the rock, spaced evenly and not far apart, running up from where he stood to the top of the cliff. Gaopan looked closely at one of the holes, noticing that the exposed rock seemed fresh and not discolored by exposure. 

It was easy to use the holes in the cliff to climb up to the top. When he reached the top he sat down, his legs dangling over the edge. He sat there for a long time, gazing down at the coffins below, feeling reluctant to get up and return to his village and his solitary life. 

But then he thought about the wonderful story he could tell his students, a story about frightening, friendly, warm Bo people spirits. He’d tell them it was just a story, of course – that it didn’t really happened to him. Before he turned to leave, Gaopan picked some white wildflowers and dropped them down onto the coffin of the young women with the pretty smile. 

Black Dragon Boat
A strange thing happened on the 5th day of the 5th month, when the people of Pukou Village were celebrating Duanwu Festival. 

Everyone in the village was bustling about that day and helping out in some way. Many made zongzi, using bamboo leaves to wrap glutinous rice filled with jujube or sweet red bean paste, forming small pyramids, and then tying them up in white string. Others were filling small bowls with realgar wine – rice liquor colored with realgar powder. 

Some were busily cleaning their houses and hanging up pictures of Zhong Kui, the famous guardian and demon catcher, or hanging mugwort leaves and calamus above the door to discourage disease, because it was believed that the stems and leaves of these plants discharged a special aroma that could dispel mosquitoes. 
Mothers and older siblings were busy helping children prepare, by performing various rituals to ward off evil. Some tied perfume pouches – silk pouches with five-color silk thread attached – to their children’s clothing. Some mother’s placed an amulet containing realgar around their child’s neck. Other’s simply dipped their finger in the reddish-brown liquor and drew a protective王 on their squirming child’s forehead. 

After lunch there were performances on a small wooden stage on one side of the village square. A group of musicians, wearing ancient court costumes, performed traditional music on traditional instruments. This was followed by a precocious boy who did a fine job performing a tea ceremony.  

An old man dressed as Qu Yuan, the ancient poet that Duanwu Festival honors, then took the stage. The man first told everyone the story of the origin of Duanwu Festival, from Qu Yuan being exiled by the King of Chu, to his suicide by drowning in the Miluo River. He then recited portions of “The Lament” and “Questions for Heaven.” When he had finished, the old man picked up a stone the size of a small melon, placed it into a pocket in his robe, and announced to the crowd that he was now going to the Miluo River. The crowd shouted, “No! No!” and laughed as well, but the old man waved his hand and exited the stage. 

Finally, the time for the dragon boat race arrived. First, the mayor of Pukou made a speech, telling everyone how the race originated: when the people in Qu Yuan’s village learned that he had drowned himself in the river, they ran to the river and rowed their boats at high speed to save their beloved poet scholar. People threw zongzi and eggs into the river to distract the fish so they wouldn’t eat his body, and some poured realgar wine into the river as an offering to the Dragon King who lived there. The mayor concluded by telling everyone that the winning team would bring a good harvest and happiness to the people of their village. 
Boat captains, after having their dragon head prows blessed by both a Taoist and a Buddhist Priest, carried them to the Ao River and mounted them on their boats. 

Each boat captain, the mayor, and several of the venerable elders, then took a sip of the strong realgar wine and poured the rest of the bowl into the river. Villagers threw zongzi into the river, and then the crews boarded their boats. 

Yellow shirts and yellow caps, green shirts and green caps, and so on, indicated that boat teams from several villages were participating. All boats moved out to some floating buoys with colorful flags that marked the starting line. The boat captain crouched behind the dragon head prow, grasping the dragon’s horns or the corners of its mouth. Behind the boat captain sat the drummer, hands and drumsticks poised above his big red drum. 

Moments before the mayor was about to start the race, all heads turned and watched a shiny black dragon boat slide around the bend in the river. The boat sidled over to the river bank, and the boat captain, a handsome man dressed in black robes with red trim, greeted the mayor, apologized for showing up late, and asked to be allowed to participate in the race. 

When the mayor asked the stranger where he was from the man replied, “Downstream.” This seemed strange to the mayor, because there were only two villages farther downstream than Pukou Village, before the Ao River emptied into the ocean, and those two villages were already participating in the race. The mayor asked the man to clarify. 

“We’ve come from the ocean,” said the black-clad boat captain. 

“From an island?” asked the mayor. 

“The ocean,” repeated the man. “May I join your race? My men will probably not do very well because we’ve already come a distance, but we’d like to try.” 

Though the enigmatic boat captain unnerved the mayor, some of the villagers and boat captains starting voicing their willingness to let the black dragon boat join in the race, and also to get the race started.

The mayor shouted and all boats lurched ahead, their crews paddling furiously, their drummers beating out a fast rhythm for the crewmen. All boats remained fairly even at first, but soon the white team, the green team, and the mysterious black team pulled ahead of the others and were fairly even with each other. 

The rowers rowed furiously, all the oars hitting and emerging from the water simultaneously, water splashing up behind, and the boats lurching and surging quickly through the water. Because it was a hot and humid day, the rowers sweated profusely. Now and then a boat captain would scoop up water in a small plastic bucket and splash it onto the heads of his comrades to keep them cool. 

As they neared the finish line the white boat fell slightly behind the black one and the green one. As they sprinted toward the finish line they resembled two sleek and swift animals at home in the water: a sinewy green dragon, and a thick black snake. 

At the last moment the black boat pulled slightly ahead, and the black-clad captain, leaning precariously out of his boat, snatched from a buoy the red victory flag. 

All the boats rowed to shore near the finish line, where the mayor and the people of Pukou and the other villages were all waiting. There was some polite cheering and applauding for the winner, but it was subdued, because no local village team had won, and no one knew the strangers in the black boat. 

The boat captains and crews all went ashore and were given glasses of baijiu or bottles of beer to drink. The captain of the black dragon boat and his crew stayed close to shore, but remained on their boat. 

“Come join us for the celebration,” said the mayor to the captain. “There is plenty of food and wine. Allow us to congratulate you on you victory, and to honor you as a guest to our village.”

“Thank you,” said the black boat captain. “We mean no disrespect, but we will not come ashore.” 

The mayor was speechless for a moment and the crowd was silent. 

“Well,” said the mayor, “then here are your prizes.” He handed the captain a small trophy and an expensive bottle of Maotai baijiu. 

“But before you leave,” said the mayor, “would you please tell us all your story. What village have you won honors for today?” The other captains, the boat crews, and all the villagers drew close to the shore and the black boat so that they could hear the captain speak. 

“Our village,” replied the captain after a moment, “no longer exists. Nor do we.” 

A gasp went up from the crowd. 

“Then you are…” said the mayor, his eyes wide. 

“We are ghosts,” said the captain. “But please do not fear us. Listen and I will tell you our story.” 

“Your seem quite courteous for ghosts,” said the mayor, “and very real – real enough to win today’s dragon boat race. Speak, for we are all curious.” 

“For hundreds of years,” began the captain, “our clan lived peacefully on our fishing boats, fishing the bountiful waters with our nets. We had a small village downstream, on a tributary of the Ao River, but we spent most of our lives on our boats. 

“At times war would come to the region, but we were never touched by it. We simply stayed on our boats, hid in our tributary or went downstream and out into the ocean. Marauding armies looking for grain or conscripts either overlooked us, or decided not to bother with us. 

“A few generations ago the great struggle with the Japanese, followed by the civil war, kept us diligent and reclusive for several years, yet we still managed to escape notice and harm. But then the communists took over the country, and things changed.

“Throughout our history we would occasionally have to go ashore temporarily, venture into the villages and large towns up river, to trade for rice and oil and other necessities. A few years after the communists took over, acting as mayor of our village, I took a few men with me to go ashore and learn what was happening. 

“What we saw shocked us. We saw what had always been prosperous and peaceful villages turned to ruins, with empty houses, neglected fields, and starving villagers. Often we saw dead bodies. It looked like a great evil demon had descended upon the land and wreaked havoc. 

“When we asked the few remaining villagers what had happened they could only mutter, in their dazed and weakened conditions: ‘Mao’ and ‘cadres’. But some managed to tell us about high grain taxes, and about class struggle against landlords and rich farmers that turned neighbors and even family members against each other. They told us that the land had been ruined and the society poisoned with hatred and mistrust. We learned that people from every village were rounded up, and, for the slightest reason or no reason at all, beaten, tortured, and killed. 

“Because we had remained isolated from the world, we knew little about this ‘Mao’ and his ‘cadres,” only that they were now in charge of the country. But from all we saw and heard we concluded that this Mao was a ruthless dictator, worse than the terrible Qin Shihuangdi, the First Emperor of ancient times, and that these ‘cadres’ were his henchmen or army of demons, and his goal was to gain power and riches for himself while destroying the country and the Chinese people.

“After seeing the devastation we quickly returned to our boats and continued to fish the Ao River and remain quiet and hidden. We became even more like sea nomads, made fewer trips onto land, stayed more in the hidden tributaries or offshore on the sea. We came to see water as the only safe element, the land being fraught with danger. We moored our boats side by side and formed a vast floating village, and we abandoned our land village altogether. 

“But the communists were everywhere and were more persistent than the armies of the past. There came a time when we could no longer run from them. The cadres came after us in swift boats, seeking we know not what – taxes in the form of fish, or men to go to Korea and fight in a war, or simply to fill out the death quotas that had been given to them by Mao.

“The river dragon helped us by sending a great rain storm, which allowed us to remain concealed. Then at night our entire floating village sailed out to sea. We decided to head south to Guangzhou to see if it was any safer, or perhaps to Hong Kong, where we had heard that we could find refuge from the communists.  

“Unfortunately, a great storm came up at sea and all our boats foundered. Miraculously, a mighty dragon king took pity on us, and as our entire village sank under the waves, he led us to his great palace on the ocean floor. He appealed to the gods and immortality was bestowed upon all of us, and so we came to live, in different form, in the palace of the dragon king. 

“We lived content in the dragon king’s palace, but occasionally we would feel nostalgia for the Ao River, our secret tributary, and our former village. The dragon king would grant us permission and, at night so as not to disturb people, we would sail our boats up river and gaze again upon our favorite fishing spots, and sometimes we would even cast a net, but we noticed that we always pulled in much fewer fish than in the old days. 

“In the past we had never participated in the dragon boat race. Though our boating skills were as good as any, we were always too busy making a living from the river. But living as ghosts in the palace of the dragon king, we had plenty of free time. Some of us would sneak up river during Duanwu Festival and watched the villagers race their colorful boats, and saw them laughing and having fun. 

“So one day I and a group of young men went to the dragon king and told him we would like to participate in the annual Pukou dragon boat race. We told him that we believed we could win, and in that way bring honor to our former village, and, more importantly, bring honor to the dragon king. We also asked the dragon king if he would help us build a sleek and fast boat, one that would be sure to win the race. 

“The dragon king was hesitant at first. He told us it was a bad idea for us to have contact with the living, because there were often misunderstandings. He warned us that the communists were still in power, and that they made great effort to stamp out belief in superstitions and ghosts. 

“But we pleaded with the dragon king, told him we would keep our contact with the living to a minimum, and that we would be careful and turn back at the first sign of trouble. When the dragon king saw how much we wanted to go he agreed to help us, and when we departed this morning he wished us good luck, and hoped we would bring back a dragon boat race trophy for his palace.

“And so that’s why we came today,” said the black dragon boat captain. “And now we all bursting with pride for our village and our people. And we thank you all for allowing us to redeem ourselves, to mend our pride, and thus become heroes, rather than criminals being chased by the communists. To answer your question, today we have won honors for our clan and for the dragon king. He has been kind and compassionate to us, and I hope that his charity will now extend to all of you, because we know that you still struggle under the iron hand government created by the monster Mao and his demons. 

The captain cupped one hand over his fist, brought his hands up to his chest, and bowed three times: to the mayor of Pukou, to the other dragon boat captains, and to all the assembled people. 

The mayor of Pukou stared for a moment, amazed by the story he had just heard, but now not sure how he should respond. In recent years historians and the Party had revised their views of Mao, but it never went beyond saying that he had “made mistakes.” No one, except for maybe Western historians, accused Mao of being a monster. Being in a position of authority, the mayor was hesitant to respond positively to the boat captain’s speech. 

But the villagers had no qualms about expressing their camaraderie with the black boat captain, and most of them did not trust the government, often criticizing the Party, some secretly in their hearts and some openly in their speech. And so they began to applaud and cheer, the other boat captains bowed back to ghost captain then applauded with the others. Some of the villagers handed the captain gifts of zongzi, bottles of baijiu, and a bouquet of fresh flowers, which he gratefully accepted. 

The mayor relaxed and applauded along with the others. 

“I invite you, honorable captain of the black dragon boat, to return next year and participate in our race. But I must warn you: today our village captains witnessed your racing style and technique; next year they will be prepared to defeat you.” 

The captain smiled and bowed again to the mayor. 

“I look forward to competing with you all again,” he said to the other boat captains. 

He then turned and directed his crew to shove off and head downstream toward the ocean. Before the black dragon boat rounded the bend in the river and went out of sight the captain turned and waved to everyone standing on the shore. And then the black dragon boat disappeared around the bend. 

“How shall I report this to the county officials,” asked a man who worked as the mayor’s secretary.

“Tell them that the green team won the race,” said the mayor. “But we will all know the truth.” 

Catching Arrows
I was walking along a narrow lane through the village of Luzhuang, when I saw a man shooting arrows at his three children. The children were lined up in a row at different distances from the man, the smallest boy closest to him. 

I stopped and watched at a safe distance as the man shot arrows in high arcs, so that one came down on the smallest child, the next one on the middle child, a girl, and finally his eldest boy. The man’s aim was very good: the arrows always came down directly in front of the child, and just as it did the kid reached out and grabbed it, adding a bit of kung-fu flourish with his body and hands. 

By the earnest expressions on their faces I could tell they were practicing, rehearsing a performance, rather than playing a game. I walked up to man, waited until he was between shots, and I asked him what he was doing. He told me that he and his family were preparing for a Spring Festival temple fair, but that his ultimate goal was to make it onto a nationally televised talent show. 
I asked the man, trying to be polite, but perhaps not concealing my concern and a judgmental tone, if he really thought it was wise to endanger his children in this way. He scowled at me, drew back the arrow that was on his bow, and shot it directly at his eldest boy without giving him any warning. The boy reacted with lightning speed, jumped and twirled so fast he was a blur to my eyes. He landed with one hand raised with two fingers pointing upward, as if ready to catch a second arrow, his other hand firmly grasping the arrow he’d just caught. 

The man turned and smirked proudly at me. I nodded. 

“Where is your wife?” I asked him, still feeling somewhat dubious. 

He smiled, guessing my meaning. “She’s at home, making arrows and preparing lunch.” He nodded toward his children. “Go have a try. It’s easy.” 

I could have easily begged off and he wouldn’t have been offended. But I was curious, and his confidence made me trust him. I stood in line and his eldest boy gave me brief instructions about how and when to grab the arrow. I readied myself, and felt myself start to sweat. 

“Twing!” went the bow string, and the arrow rose surprisingly slowly – or perhaps time seemed to slow down because of my concentration. The arrow plummeted toward me, and at the very last moment I almost panicked and jumped aside, and in fact one of my feet involuntarily shot backward. I boldly stuck out my hand and grabbed where I thought the arrow was headed, and then it stopped, safely in my grasp. 

The man and his children all applauded. I felt totally exhilarated and proud of myself, but I declined to do it again. Instead, I asked if I could take pictures and video them as they practiced. Knowing they were being filmed, they seemed to perform with even more skill and exuberance. The girl twisted to catch an arrow behind her back. The eldest boy – I could barely watch it – closed his eyes as the arrow was shot, nevertheless catching it easily, then opening his eyes and grinning at me. 

The man announced that it was time to take a break for lunch, and invited me to join them. In their tiny house I enjoyed a simple, delicious meal that the man’s wife had prepared for us. She was a cheerful woman who kept refilling my rice bowl. I noticed that she had only one ear, but I decided not to ask my new friends about that. 

After the meal I thanked the man and his wife, and I told him I expected to see him and his children on television someday soon. He handed me an arrow as a keepsake, and welcomed me to come again. I told him that if I have the opportunity I’d return to Luzhuang, and that if I’m able summon up the courage again, I’d catch arrows with him and his family. I stuck the arrow in my backpack with the feathered end sticking out, and then continued on my way.
Rain of God

When a small gray cloud started to form above the citadel, a great shout went up from our militia. The cloud grew darker, and the men now believed what our commander had told them was true: that our bullets, by the help of God, would seed the atmosphere and create a rainstorm that would cause flooding within the walled city, forcing our enemy to surrender, and handing us a glorious victory. 
The plan had seemed dubious to me, and I had pointed out to our commander that the sky was blue and totally void of clouds. He angrily denounced me for not having faith, pointed his weapon into the air and yelled, “Fire!” We all raised our weapons above our heads and fired them into the air for several seconds, until our commander ordered us to stop. After a few moments we watched the miracle unfold: a gray cloud expanding above the city wall. 
When we saw rain start to fall upon the wall, another shout of elation went up from our men, followed by shout of praise for our commander. But this time I did not shout, as I nervously watched the ominous cloud grow larger and darker, and drift slowly toward us. 

Why was I part of militia, participating in an attack on a walled city in Afghanistan, or Pakistan, or Tajikistan, or wherever I was? The short answer was that I was their English teacher. But the fact is I didn’t volunteer for the job – I was “recruited.”
I was in Xinjiang, visiting a friend in Urumqi, when I got the idea to travel in a counter-clockwise direction around the entire Taklamakan Desert: from Urumqi to Korla, west to Kaxgar, south toward the Kunlun Mountains and Hotan, perhaps spend some time in the desert, meditating and taking pictures of the flora and fauna, and then make the arduous trip by car, heading first east then north back to Korla, and finally back to Urumqi. 

I estimated I would need about a month. It was, in fact, three months before I was able to cross the border back into China. When I did I was immediately arrested, and I had to do a lot of explaining, make several phone calls, shave my scraggly beard and burn my militia scarf, before the authorities would believe I wasn’t a terrorist. I was eventually able to convince the police that I was only pretending to be a terrorist, complying with my captors while I planned my escape.  

The westward leg of the journey went smoothly. In Kaxgar I decided to alter my original plan. Instead of heading southeast to Hotan, I took a bus to Taxkorgan near the Pakistan border. There I was approached by a cheerful man who offered to drive me toward the Khunjerab Pass, where I could have a close-up look at the craggy peaks of the Karakorum Mountains. 

But we never made it to the Khunjerab Pass. We’d stopped for a night in a remote mountain village situated in the little finger of China that juts westward in between Tajikistan and Pakistan, also sharing a border with Afghanistan. I don’t know what possessed me to enter that no-man’s-land. I often do things impulsively, and when I saw the peninsula on my map I simply thought it would be a fun place to explore and tell my friends I’d been to. 

In the morning we set out with the intention of going out the way we came in, heading east toward Hotan. As we drove along I started to worry when the scenery we passed didn’t look like what I’d seen the day before, and I became even more worried when we passed a road sign that was not written in Chinese. 

Suddenly the driver stopped the car, turned to me and smiled. Before I could ask him why we had stopped, several men, their faces half-concealed behind scarves, leaped out from behind trees and large rocks, encircled our car, pointed weapons and shouted at us. 

They made me climb into the back of one of their ‘technicals’: a pickup truck with a big black weapon mounted in the back. To my surprise, I was neither blindfolded nor beaten. They allowed me to bring my backpack and my carry-on, and didn’t take my passport or wallet. I grew nervous, however, when I saw one of the men staring at me intently. Suddenly he jumped up, squatted in front of me, and asked me if I had any American currency that he could give to his son, who was very interested in America.  

 The commander, a tall handsome man, gave me water to drink and spoke to me in English with a British accent. I told him there was no point in keeping me as a hostage, because my family was not rich, and because the US government would hardly consider me worth the effort to save. 

The commander laughed and said he knew I was worthless as a hostage, but he also knew that I was an English teacher, and that was why he had captured me.  

“How do you know I’m an English teacher?” I asked.  

The commander nodded at my driver, who smiled at me the same way he’d been smiling since we’d first met. Only now he was sitting in the truck beside his comrades, wearing a scarf just like theirs, a weapon in hands. I then recalled that in Taxkorgan it was he that had approached me and had asked me if I needed a driver. I’d been targeted. 

“You nabbed me, took me out of China, because I’m an English teacher?” I asked the commander.

“English teachers are easier to kidnap than diplomats, politicians, or your Navy Seals in those annoying helicopters,” he replied, handing me some raisins, a chunk of bread, and a piece of dried beef. 
“And, you’re more valuable then all of them.” 

“What country are we in?” I asked him. 

“Countries, borders…” he said, “all illusions. What’s important is not the name of the country or its leader, but who is in control – in control of the land, in control of the hearts and minds of the people.”
“Who are you fighting?” I asked him. “What are you fighting for?”
“You need not concern yourself about that, either. The important thing is that we fight on the side of God.”
“Yeah, but which – ” 

“Enough questions!” he said with a sweep of his weapon that made me jump and shut my mouth. “Now eat, and then start teaching my men English. English has become the language of global terrorism, and so my men must become proficient.” 

And that’s how I became a militia member. For weeks I traveled with them, ate and slept on the ground with them, and every day taught them English. Their English was poor, but they were eager to learn. In fact, they were enthusiastic. I would often quiz them on the new words I’d taught them the day before. If a man answered correctly he would jump up, shout, dance around, and shoot off a few rounds of his weapon. 

After a few weeks they trusted me enough to give me a scarf and a gun, which I considered a great honor. I’d never shot any kind of gun before, so my smiling driver taught me how to use it. Our camps at night were lively: we ate simple meals of stewed meat, yams, and dried fruit, then sang songs and danced around the campfire. They asked me to teach them some Western songs, so I did my best with “Old MacDonald,” “The Gambler,” and “Hotel California.” 

The fateful day arrived. We rose before sunrise and sped off in our Toyotas and Ford Rangers toward the walled city, where I was told our enemy lived. I noticed that one man in our truck was angry because he had stuck a lot of leaves onto his weapon to camouflage it, and apparently some tree sap had oozed out, and now all the vegetation was stuck to his gun. I suggested that he pour a little gasoline from one of the gas cans on it, and he was delighted and thankful when the leaves all fell away.  

When we arrived at the ancient city there was in fact no city to be seen; everything was concealed behind a massive gray wall, which was tall, thick, and seemingly impenetrable. I immediately noticed two things about the wall that seemed very strange to me: there appeared to be no gate, only wall as far as I could see in either direction. And when I gazed up at the top of the wall, I saw no defending soldiers or armaments. It seemed to me we were about to attack nothing but a great, undefended, ancient wall. 

After gazing at the implacable wall for several minutes, our commander concluded that our bullets and grenades would have no effect. I felt relieved for a moment, thinking he was going to call off the attack. That’s when he came up with his cloud seeding strategy.

We fired, the gray cloud formed, it grew black and large, and started moving toward us. I turned and ran when the first raindrops started to fall on us, because they fell faster than raindrops, and they made that unmistakable whizzing sound that anyone who’s been in a battle knows. The dark cloud was returning what we’d shot into the sky, what we’d offered to God – it was raining down bullets upon us!
I ran as fast as I could to escape the swiftly approaching deluge. I could hear behind me the shouts and screams of my comrades as the terrible fusillade fell on them, because they were too late realizing that it was not God’s rain but our rain, a rain of our own bullets.
The last time I glanced over my shoulder I saw several men lying on the ground, and those still alive were running in all directions, screaming wildly. Only our brave commander did not run. He had jumped into the back of a truck and was firing the big black weapon at the black rain cloud, shouting praises to God. Or perhaps he was cursing God, I’m not sure. I ran into the forest before I saw what happened to him. 

Days passed as I wandered through the mountain forests. I kept moving, I rarely slept, I nearly starved, and I cried – for myself and for my fallen comrades, my students. I eventually stumbled into a guard post. Because I was dirty, bearded, and was waving my arms, it’s no wonder the two startled Chinese border guards nearly shot me, taking me for a mountain yeren, a wild man. If I’d not been able to shout at them in Chinese they probably would have killed me. 

A year later I returned to Xinjiang and made my circumnavigation of the Taklamakan. All went smoothly. I made some new friends in the small towns in the foothills of the Kunlun Mountains, and spent some time alone in the desert, resting and reflecting. Nevertheless, the trip seemed somewhat tepid in comparison to my adventure the year before.
But I didn’t make the trip only to sit in the desert; I’d gone because I’d been invited to Taxkorgan. Returning to the place where I’d been kidnapped definitely made me nervous. I accepted no offers of rides from drivers, and I walked hurriedly past anyone who smiled at me.  
Why had I returned? Because only a few weeks before I’d received an email from a man named Sanjir, who said he had deserted the militia and was now diligently studying English. He thanked me several times for my lessons, and for giving him a glimpse of a different world. He promised to work hard at learning English, because he was convinced it was his key to a better life. 

I managed to find the community of foreigners where he now lived with his family. My former comrade and student warmly welcomed me and invited me into his tiny home. 

“I’m glad you left the militia, Sanjir,” I said to him as I sipped strong tea. “You’ve immigrated to China?”

“Countries, borders … all illusions!” he replied. 

His uncanny imitation made me laugh. But when I asked him if he knew what had happened to our commander, his smile faded and he shook his head. 

“I just know this,” he said, “a man who would defy God with a PKT machine gun is a brave man.”

In silence we both thought about our former leader. 

“What’s this?” he asked me as I handed him an envelope.

“It’s what you asked for,” I replied. 

He opened the envelope, his eyes grew large, and he called his son to come and look. They spread the American money out on the table, picked up and scrutinized each crisp new bill – one of each denomination – and marveled at the shiny coins. Sanjir and his son hugged me, thanked me, and thanked God. 

Back in Beijing, I saw a news report about how elite American forces had killed 12 terrorists. What the report didn’t say was that each terrorist had a brother and a cousin, who had previously remained neutral, but had now joined the holy fight. Soon the American forces would be dodging bullets and roadside bombs while they hunted down 24 new, impassioned terrorists. 

And if those elite American forces had been ordinary English teachers? But that’s a naïve idea, a fantasy that doesn’t fit into this real world of countries, borders, and walls. 
Black Dragon Pool
On a sunny afternoon in October I visited a park outside of Kunming called Black Dragon Pool. After taking a look at the pool, the Black Dragon Temple, the Stele Pavilion, and the Tang Dynasty Plum Tree, I decided I needed to get away from the crowd of picture-snapping tourists. I found in the woods next to the park a trail that no one seemed to be interested in, and I headed up Longquan Hill. 

The trail eventually came out onto a red dirt road. Though I’d apparently left the park, I continued on up to a single-story, brick farmhouse, sitting all by itself in a clearing within a pine forest. A woman wearing black pants and a black wool coat, hanging laundry on a line strung between two pine trees, stared at me suspiciously as I crossed the brown grass toward her, but she smiled and replied when I greeted her in Chinese. She was an attractive young woman, but her lined face and ruddy skin made her look older than she probably was. 

Nearby a little boy, also dressed in black, was throwing pebbles at a group of nervous white chickens. Through the open gate beside the house I could see a cemetery, so I asked the woman if I could enter and have a look. She told me I could, and then turned abruptly and entered the farmhouse. Before I had passed through the gate she returned with a shovel and stood beside the boy, who was squatting with his pants down around his ankles as the chickens looked on. When he’d finished the woman used the shovel to scoop up his poop and scrape dirt over his piss. The boy then happily resumed harassing the chickens. 

At Black Dragon Pool I had seen the elaborate tomb of a scholar named Xue Erwang. At the beginning of the Qing Dynasty, when the Manchus marched into the Chinese mainland and became the new rulers, many people killed themselves to show their loyalty to the ousted Ming Dynasty, including Xue Erwang and his entire family; it’s said they drowned themselves in the Black Dragon Pool. I was curious to compare the tombs in the cemetery on Longquan Hill, those of common folk who had died less dramatic, less meaningful deaths. 

As I passed by the courtyard behind the farmhouse a flash of light caught my eye. It was sunlight glinting off a large knife that a man was using to carve up a small animal he’d already skinned. Nearby a hen and her five chicks, four yellow and one black, were stepping gingerly through a red puddle. I proceeded into the cemetery, stopping now and then to take pictures of the old tombs. 

I examined a typical one closely: a circular wall, approximately a meter high and two in diameter, made of ochre bricks, topped with a mound of dirt. On one side of the tomb was small, arched portal made of gray stone. The opening, used for sliding the coffin into the tomb, was now stopped-up with an inscribed stone slab resembling a Western tombstone. I could make out only the characters for fuqin (father), but not the others. Numerous slender sticks were stuck into the tomb’s domed dirt roof, each pinning down a colored piece of paper with handwritten prayers.  

As I was examining one of the skewered pieces of paper, unfolding it a little and trying to decipher the writing, I heard a rustling noise on the other side of the tomb, and at the same moment I felt a chill that made me shiver, which was strange given that it was a sunny, windless day. I went around to investigate and saw nothing, so I assumed it was a bird or a rodent rustling the fallen leaves. 

I headed back to the farmhouse, stopping on the way to chat with a fat-bellied mule, who was all black except for some white around his hind ankles. He was tethered by a rope to a slender, leafless tree. On the dusty ground in front of him was a wide metal pan, half-full of water with floating insects on the surface. Between the mule and I, on a horizontal pole slightly above my head, several sheaths loaded with red peppers were hanging to dry in the sun. 

The mule seemed to be waiting patiently, stoically. He was a handsome animal, with his shiny black coat and relaxed, even indifferent, expression. The festive, hanging red peppers, against a background of green evergreens, along with the black Buddha mule, all drenched in bright sunlight, reminded me that simple beauty can surprise with its uncanny appearances. 

I was peering at the mule through my camera lens, framing what I thought would be a nice picture of black, red, and green, when the mule started as if spooked. At the same moment I shivered again, and thought I heard something – like a brief sigh. I looked around for the boy, thinking he’d decided to upgrade from harassing chickens to tormenting mules, but he was nowhere in sight. 

I returned to the courtyard and entered to get a closer look at what the man with the knife was doing; he was pulling out the animal’s guts as I walked up. I was pretty sure I knew what kind of animal it was, but I asked the man anyway. He smiled and said something in his local dialect. The women, sitting nearby husking corn, spoke Mandarin, so she confirmed my suspicion that her husband was cutting up a dog. 

I tried not to show any judgment or squeamishness on my face, telling myself: “This is there custom, and perhaps their necessity.” I couldn’t bear to take a picture of the unlucky dog, so instead I took one of the hen and her chicks, and a one of the woman, with a half-smile on her face that spoke of resignation and determination.  

I thanked the woman and was about to leave, but then decided to ask her something. 

“In the cemetery,” I said to her, “I think I saw, or heard something…” I smiled, feeling embarrassed, guessing that she thought I was a little strange, or that she had no idea what I was talking about. The woman regarded me, and then said something in her dialect to her husband, who stopped carving for a moment, glanced at me, and nodded.   

The woman stood up and pointed at the sun, which had dropped into the pine forest, said it was getting late, and invited me to have dinner with her and her family and stay the night. I refused a few times, as is the custom, but the woman kept insisting. Also, she said she knew that Americans don’t eat dog, so she promised with a laugh that she would not serve dog meat that for dinner. I finally agreed to stay. She told me her name was Wei Liyuan. 

I believe it was pork that we had for dinner, along with rice, cauliflower, cucumbers with crushed garlic, and pickled bamboo shoots – all homegrown except for the rice. Because of the pungent, spicy flavors, if it had been dog that I was eating, I probably wouldn’t have known it. 

We chatted after dinner, and I had to refuse several times the offer of baijiu before they understood that I wasn’t just being polite, but that I really didn’t drink. After dinner I gave the boy, who they called Xiao Li, a simple English lesson, translating for him the objects and ideas that he was familiar with: stones, chicken, chicks, mule, dog, rice, mother, father, home, day, night, cemetery. 

The television eventually won Xiao Li’s attention, so we all watched along with him, until there was a knock on the door. Liyuan and her husband glanced at each other, and then she rose and opened the door. A young man, also dressed liked a farmer, with a big smile on his face and a wreath of red and yellow leaves on his head, entered the house. But the moment his eyes fell on me his smile vanished and he turned and ran out the door. 

Liyuan told me to come with her, and so we headed outside, passing through the courtyard, where the hen clucked softly and her chicks, nestled up beside her, peeped contentedly. I followed her into the dark cemetery, and she stopped beside the tomb I’d examined earlier. 

“It’s not his tomb,” she said to me, “but, just like you, he likes this one.”

Soon I heard the same rustling of fallen leaves that I’d heard in the afternoon, and I felt the same chill. Liyuan, sensing my uneasiness, placed a hand on my arm.

“Who is he?” said a man’s voice. Even though there was a cloudless sky with a nearly full moon, I saw no one other than the woman beside me. 

“He’s our American friend,” said Liyuan. “Would you like to meet him?”

“No!” came a quick reply from the darkness. 

“Uncle Liu!” said Xiao Li, who had followed us out of the house. “Where are you?”

“I’m here,” said the young man after a moment, as he stepped from around the other side of the circular tomb. The boy ran to him and hugged him. The man greeted me with a silent nod. He looked like a solid, strong, healthy man; nothing like the image of ghosts that I’d always had in my mind: white faced, ephemeral vapors.

“This is Liu Peng,” said Liyuan to me. “Liu Peng usually spends the evening with us, but when he saw you in our home…” For a moment there was an awkward silence. 

“Have you ever seen a ghost before?” Liu Peng asked me. I shook my head, too nervous to speak. 

“I’ve never seen a foreigner before,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“It’s ok,” I finally managed to say. 

“Did you do your homework tonight?” he asked the boy.

“No,” said Xiao Li, for which the man gave him a slap on the back of the head. 

“Uncle!” said Xiao Li, trying to change the subject. “Let’s play Ghosts!” The man glanced at Liyuan, she nodded, and all four of us began playing a game that involved one ghost hunter searching for the other players, the ghosts, hiding in the cemetery. Xiao Li wanted to be the first ghost hunter, so when he covered his eyes with his hands, Liu Peng, Liyuan and I ran in different directions to hide. 

The kid screamed with a combination of fright and delight when he came upon a hidden ghost, his mom, who jumped out of her hiding place, moaning like a sorrowful ghost and running after him. The same happened when he stumbled upon Liu Peng, who made a demon yell so convincing that it made me jump. But the boy never found me, so he gave up, and Liyuan had to call me in from my hiding place. I guess I took the game too seriously, hid too well, not realizing on my first try that the real fun of the game was not the hiding but the thrill of contact between human and ghost. 

The man and the boy continued to play while Liyuan and I started to walk back toward the house. 

“How did he die?” I asked her. 

“He was a driver,” she said, “he had a van that could hold ten, he took people from village to village. His dream was to become a tour bus driver, because they make more money. He was a good driver, a safe driver. But one summer there was a rockslide on a mountain road, it was around a curve so he didn’t see it until he hit it. The van went off the cliff. He and all the passengers were killed, including a mother and her baby.” 

“He’s buried here?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she replied, “but his tomb is small. His family was poor. Maybe that’s why he likes to hang around that big tomb – pretend it’s his.” 

As we entered the courtyard the woman called to her son, who soon came running up, crowned with the wreath of yellow and red leaves. The ghost of Liu Peng waved to us from the cemetery, then turned and disappeared into the night. 

Before I fell asleep I looked at the photos I’d taken that day: Wei Liyuan and her family, the chicken and her chicks, the mule and the red peppers, the farmhouse, the tombs, and Liu Peng. I flipped back and forth between the pictures of Xiao Li and Liu Peng for a while, and then I grew sleepy, turned off the camera, and quickly fell asleep. 

In the morning, standing near the clothesline between the two pine trees, I said goodbye to Liyuan, thanked her for her hospitality, and promised to email her my photos. 

I wanted to ask her something, but the question seemed too personal, so I stumbled around it. 

“I was looking at my photos last night, of your son, and of Liu Peng. They…” 

“We were married for a year,” said Liyuan. “After the accident, I just wanted to go to the cliff where he had died, throw myself off and join him. But I wasn’t alone. I’d just become pregnant. We’d known for only a few days.” She paused for a moment, gazed in the direction of the cemetery, her eyes growing moist. 

“You know, in China we have two calendars,” she continued.

“The Western solar calendar and the Chinese lunar calendar.”

“Yes,” she said. “But I have three calendars. We were married for almost exactly one year. Each month, for me, is not January or August or whatever, but is Peng-burns-his-hand-setting-off-Spring-Festival-fireworks month, Peng-buys-me-a-lovely-new-silk-scarf month, Peng- ”

Her voice caught in her throat and she couldn’t speak. I handed her a tissue so that she could dab her eyes. 

“I met my current husband when Xiao Li was only two,” she continued. “He’s a kind man, he loved me, and he didn’t care that Xiao Li wasn’t his son. He wanted to marry me, and I wanted to remarry, but I told him that we must live on Longquan Hill, near this cemetery. I told him why, and he understood. So he bought this land and built this house, right next to the cemetery. Now I can be near Liu Peng, and he won’t be lonely.”

“Your husband is a good man.”

“He trusts me, he knows I that love him, but he also knows that Peng will always be in my heart, and that I must always keep his tomb clean, burn incense for him, and keep him company. In fact, my husband and Peng have a lot in common, and have become friends.” 

“Does your son know?” I asked. 

“No, I wanted to wait until he was a little older,” she replied. “But, maybe in some way that he doesn’t fully understand, Xiao Li already knows.”

“He’s a lucky boy,” I said, “having two fathers.” 

I thanked Liyuan again for her hospitality, and for telling me her story. I then took the small plastic bag of walnuts that she handed me, shook her hand, and started back down the red dirt road. 

The day before, when I’d left the trail and come out onto the road, I’d forgotten to look back over my shoulder to remember the spot, so I was a little worried about finding the trail again. In fact, I almost went too far, but I stopped when the fallen leaves rustled, right at the trail head. I smiled, started down the trail, and felt an unseasonably warm breeze on the back of my neck. “Thanks!” I said to the breeze, and I headed back down the hill to Black Dragon Pool.  

Cloud Gallery

Alone in her gallery, Yun Lidan remembered sitting beside her grandmother on a woven straw mat in the courtyard. They wore wide straw hats to protect themselves from the sun, and they spent hours whacking sunflower blossoms with wooden mallets to knock out the seeds, which her grandfather then bundled up in burlap sacks and took into town to sell. Occasionally Lidan gazed up at the puffy white clouds drifting through the blue sky, and her grandmother, instead of admonishing her to get back to work, would ask Lidan what she saw. 

“A rabbit,” Lidan.

“What else?” her grandmother asked. 

“A fox, and a snake!”

“Mm,” said her grandmother, glancing up at the cloud and the airplane’s white streak. 
After graduating from college, Lidan and her roommate, Zou Xiaomeng, rented a small gallery in a narrow alley in 798, the trendy art district in Beijing. When she took over the gallery Lidan painted it white on the outside, with large blue writing in Chinese and English, proclaiming it to be the Cloud Gallery. She hoped that the bright colors would attract attention and make people want to come in and take a look.

Lidan was a hardworking young woman – the co-manager of a gallery and an artist, both a painter and a sculptor. She was also a pretty girl, with a short, stylish haircut and dark eyes behind round glasses. She had a cute but controlled smile, with some tightness around the corners of her mouth. And though she had a pretty laugh – her father once said it sounded like the call of a laugingthrush – she always cut it short quickly, as if afraid of being too noisy or expressing too much happiness.

Lidan arrived every morning at 9:00 to open the gallery. Most days she wore jeans, a light blue t-shirt, and a diaphanous, long-sleeved, white blouse that she left unbuttoned. When she flitted about the gallery – to keep it neat and tidy, and to greet and chat with visitors – her shirttails would flutter behind her, and she resembled a fast-moving cloud skipping across a blue sky.

Each morning, after unlocking the door and turning on the gallery lights, Lidan started the water in an electric kettle to make her tea, straightened the postcards and business cards at the front of her desk, turned on her computer, and sat down behind her desk, waiting for the day’s first visitors. 

On sunny days when 798 was crowded, people would find their way down the alley. Some would poke their heads in through the open door, nod impassively at Lidan’s cheerful greeting, glance around, and leave when they saw no traditional Chinese watercolors of soaring mountains or leafy bamboo. Others would enter the gallery, take a quick look around, and then quickly leave, having no interest in modern art. 

But often people entered the gallery and spent some time looking at the paintings and sculptures, asking Lidan questions, taking a free postcard. They usually went first to the large sculpture in the center of the gallery: a big, puffy, white cloud that appeared to be floating in the air, but was actually suspended from the ceiling using fishing line. Made of cotton fiber, it resembled a real cloud: amorphous in shape, flattish on top, slightly grayish underneath, wispy around the edges. 

They would then see the small sign next to the silver metal ladder and read the opposite of what they expected: “Please climb the ladder!” Most Chinese, being used to being told what they could not do, would ask Lidan first, just to make sure they really could. 

One morning the little bells that hung on the doorknob tinkled, and a handsome young man entered the gallery, paused, and glanced around. He pushed up his sunglasses so that they rested on top of his head, and then looked around curiously. He was wearing a teal colored T-shirt with English words in bold, silver script: “More Respect, Less Attack,” and hanging on a strap around his neck was an expensive camera with a long lens. But what caught Lidan’s eye was the young man’s flashy athletic shoes: bright white with neon green stripes and shoe laces. 

The young man returned Lidan’s greeting with a cheerful smile, the smile of a boy born and raised in Beijing, with no tea stains or niches formed by cracking open sunflower seeds. He then started circling and taking photos of the cloud sculpture. 

Lidan approached the man, the only visitor in the gallery at the time, and introduced herself. The young man replied that his name was Zhao Yang. Lidan invited him to climb the ladder. 

“Such a big cloud,” said the man, as he started up the ladder, “in such a small gallery.”

“A small cloud, really,” said Lidan, “when you imagine it floating in the endless sky.”

When he reached the next to the top rung Yang stopped and gazed, and a curious smile came over his face. The top surface of the cloud was fairly flat, and in the center of the cloud was a pair of men’s black work shoes – worn, but clean and polished. Nearby were three other pairs of shoes: a pair of red Mary Jane flats embroidered with gold thread, and two pairs of girl’s and boy’s sneakers. 

“I like it,” said Yang, after stepping down off the ladder. “Walking in the clouds? Being a dreamer?” 

Lidan noticed that Yang smiled when he spoke, as if nervous. And after speaking his lips tightened, his eyebrows raised, and his head drew back slightly, as if bracing for a rebuke or a slap. 

“That’s one interpretation,” said Lidan. 

“Ah! There’s more than one,” said Yang with a laugh. “Don’t tell me. Ah… the ascension of man into heaven? Life as precarious as standing on a cloud?”

Lidan laughed. They gazed at each other with tentative smiles on their faces. 

“You have a pretty smile,” said Yang suddenly, surprising both Lidan and himself. She looked down at the floor, he up at the cloud, both with smiles on their red faces. 

“Do you play the guzheng?” asked Yang, noticing the zither on a stand in one corner of the gallery. 

“Yes,” said Lidan. “Would you like to hear something?”

“Please!”

Lidan sat behind the guzheng, rolled up her long white sleeves, and began playing “Spring on Snowy Mountains.” Yang took a photos of Lidan as she played. Then he lowered his camera, listened to the beautiful music, watched Lidan’s slender hands move gracefully over the strings, and was captivated by her pretty face and smile.

“Can you take a break?” asked Yang after Lidan had finished playing. “There’s a café nearby.” 

“Oh!” said Lidan. “I’d love too, but I can’t leave. I’m the only one here. Sorry.” 

“What would you like to drink?” said Yang. “I’ll bring it back. It’s quieter here than the café.”

“A cappuccino,” replied Lidan. “Thanks.”

Yang refused to take the money that Lidan tried to give him, and told her he’d be back in a few minutes.  

A short time later Yang returned with two espresso drinks in white paper cups with lids. They sat behind the desk, sipped their drinks, and chatted about art and photography, about where they’d grown up, what universities they’d attended, their families, and their jobs. Yang told Lidan that he loved photography, but that he worked as a market researcher for an American company in their Beijing office. 

“Is it boring?” asked Lidan. 

“Sometimes,” replied Yang. 

“But you make good money?” asked Lidan. Yang nodded.

“And your work,” said Yang, “making art – must be very interesting and satisfying.”

“Yes, and pays very little,” said Lidan. 

“But it’s certainly a life worth living,” said Yang.

“Do you want to know the real story behind the cloud sculpture?” asked Lidan after a moment of silence. Yang nodded. 

“After my little brother was born,” began Lidan, “he got a lot of attention from my parents and my grandparents. I felt a little … forgotten. I worked hard in school to please my parents, to win their attention and praise. My mother taught me how to play the guzheng and how to draw, and I liked those both more than school. The homework was hard for me, and when I failed I would cry, and my father would yell at me – both for failing and for crying.”

“Like you could never be good enough,” said Yang. Lidan nodded and continued.

“One morning I got up early and noticed that my father’s shoes were dirty. I cleaned them thoroughly and polished them. When my father saw his shoes he was so happy! He thanked me, praised me for being such a good girl, hugged me, and later that day brought home for me a sweet bingtanghulu. I will never forget the happiness I felt that day.”

They sipped their drinks in silence for a moment. 

“I’m guessing your father didn’t want you to study art at university,” said Yang.

“Yes, he was totally against the idea,” said Lidan. “He even threatened to not pay my tuition unless I studied something more useful, like accounting or English. But I convinced him that there are jobs for art majors – graphic artist, art teacher – and then he let me do what I wanted. Besides, he had my little brother. So, I think, he figured that if I turned out to be a failure, he still had his son.” 

“And your brother?” asked Yang. “Did he meet your father’s expectations?” 

“Our father died, killed when a bridge collapsed near our village – he was the only one on the bridge at the time. I was at university, and my brother was still in high school. My brother had always been interested in writing. My dad didn’t like that idea, he grew up during the Cultural Revolution when a writer could be a ‘red pen’ one day and a ‘black pen’ the next. But my mom saw that my brother enjoyed writing and had talent, so she encouraged him. He’s now studying journalism at a university in Chengdu.” 

“A very talented family,” said Yang. 

“Yes,” said Lidan. “Kind of rebellious, too.”

“A little rebelliousness is OK,” said Yang. He sipped the last of his cappuccino and set the cup down on the desk. “So,” said Yang, glancing at the cloud sculpture, “it’s you and your family – up there on the cloud.”

“Another interpretation!” said Lidan. “You’re very clever.” 

They finished the last of their drinks, pulled out their mobile phones, and gave each other their phone numbers. Lidan then showed Yang the small second room which she and her partner used as a workshop. She held up her favorite horse hair brush to show Yang, and when he took it from her he touched her hand and smiled at her. She then showed him a few of her watercolors. Yang then said he had to go, so she walked him to the door, telling him to keep in touch as he left. 

“And next time buy a painting!” she called to him as he walked away. 

“I can’t afford famous artists!” he said with a laugh and a wave. 

The next morning, Lidan stopped as she was unlocking the gallery door. She bent down and picked up a shoe in front of the door – a white athletic shoe with bright green stripes and shoe laces. 

She entered the gallery and turned on the lights. Without stopping to take off her backpack, she climbed the ladder and placed the shoe on top of the cloud, next to the girl’s sneakers. 

She then started the water to make some tea, straightened the postcards and business cards, turned on her computer, and sat down behind her desk. She took her mobile phone out of her backpack and placed it on her desk, so that she could answer it quickly if he called. She poured hot water into her glass tea thermos, watching the tea leaves drop and the white steam rise and disappear, and then she waited for the day’s visitors, and waited patiently for happiness. 

The Hulusi Player

Though Guo Maluo grew up in a poor mountain village in Yunnan, he had worked hard in school, attended a good university, and now had a good office job in Kunming. 

One day Maluo asked his boss for a few days leave, so that he could return to his village in southern Yunnan to care for his mother who was ill. Maluo’s boss liked Maluo, because he was a good worker who often stayed late to finish his work, so he agreed to Maluo’s request.

The first evening back in his village, as Maluo was sitting in his bed reading a book, he started hearing the sound of a hulusi – a bottle gourd flute. It was an enchanting song that he was not familiar with. 

At first he assumed that is was his mother listening to the radio or watching TV, but he found her resting on the sofa, also reading a book. Maluo asked her if she knew the name of the tune he was hearing, and she just looked at him strangely, saying she didn’t hear any music. Maluo said no more about it to her.  

He went outside and walked through the small village, pausing in front of every house to listen. But the hulusi music was not coming from any house; it seemed to be coming from the rain forest surrounding the village. 

Every evening for several days Maluo heard the song. Having grown up in Yunnan, Maluo was very familiar with hulusi music. The song reminded him of one he’d heard a long time ago, as a child. Every time he heard it he guessed it was some well-known song or another: “Fernleaf Hedge Bamboo in the Moonlight,” “The Passionate Bawu,” or “There is a Beautiful Place.” 

Yet the song was more haunting and enchanting than any of those, and he knew it was one he’d never heard before. He became totally fascinated with it, and he looked forward to the time when the song would begin to play. The gentle music was like a balm to his mind and soul, at once both soothing and exciting.  

One evening Maluo told his mother that he was going to go search for the source of the music; the hulusi player. He hummed the tune for her – by now he knew it well. Though she didn’t recognize the tune, she agreed that it was lovely and strange. As she served him some pineapple rice she warned Maluo not go into the rain forest. 

The next evening Maluo placed some zongzi and some apples in his backpack and headed into the rain forest. He headed in the direction of the music, letting its sound lead him deeper and deeper into the forest. 

At last he came upon a clearing within a thick grove of bamboo, and there he saw a beautiful young woman, sitting alone in a pavilion that resembled a large bird cage, playing a hulusi. The moonlight was reflecting off of her long black hair, and she smiled when she looked at Maluo with her large brown eyes. 

The moment he saw the young woman Maluo fell in love with her. He introduced himself, and boldly asked her to return with him to his village and marry him. 

The woman told Maluo that her name was Mu Nan, and that though she wanted to, she could not leave the pavilion. She said a terrible ogre named Shi Chong had seized her one day while she was in the forest alone, brought her into this place, imprisoned her in the pavilion cage, and that he now came every day to see her. 

The ogre forced her to play her hulusi for him every day, and told her that he wanted Mu Nan to have his child. Though the idea was abhorrent to her, Mu Nan didn’t tell the ogre for fear he would hurt her. Instead, she told him that she was shy and needed time to prepare. She persuaded the ogre to let her first play all the hulusi songs she knew, playing one per day when the ogre comes to see her, and after that she would sleep with him. Mu Nan pleaded with Maluo to go to ogre’s cave and steal the key to her cage.

The thought of trying to steal something from an ogre frightened Maluo. But he loved Mu Nan, and he wanted to marry her, so that he could come home from work, relax and listen to her delightful music, and so that they could have handsome children together. So he told Mu Nan that he was willing to try. 

“I am not a brave man,” he said to Mu Nan. 

“I think you are, Guo Maluo,” she said. 

Mu Nan told Maluo that in order to steal the key from the ogre he must do three things to prepare. 

“First,” said Mu Nan, “you must find a white peacock feather with a green eye on it. This is an extremely rare treasure which ogres covet, and if you present it to the ogre as a gift, he will certainly not kill you.”

“That’s good,” said Maluo.

“The second task,” continued Mu Nan, “is to find the Dragon Pearl Spring. At the bottom of the spring is a dragon pearl, which you must take from the spring and give to the ogre. This gift will convince the dragon that he can trust you, and he will invite you into his cave.”

“The final task is to find a rare plant called the fox peony. Its blossoms can be used to make a fragrant tea. The tea has no effect on humans, but if the ogre drinks the tea it will make him drunk and drowsy and he will fall asleep, thus giving you an opportunity to steal the key.” 

“How many more songs do you have left to play?” asked Maluo. 

“Only three,” replied Mu Nan, “But I may be able to play a few of the ones I’ve already played – ogres are not very smart and he might not know that I’m repeating songs.” 

Maluo returned to his village and told his mother about Mu Nan and the ogre. His mother said she didn’t recognize the name, so the girl must be from another village. She begged her son not to undertake this dangerous task, telling him that someday he would meet a nice girl, someone who doesn’t require him to risk his life, and he would fall in love with her and she with him, and he would forget about Mu Nan.  

Maluo knew he could never forget about Mu Nan, nor could he now refuse to help her, but he also knew that there was no point in arguing with his mother, so he agreed to do what she said and he went to bed. But the next morning he rose early and left the house before his mother had awakened. 

Though white peacocks are not uncommon in the forests of southern Yunnan, they are not easy to find. Perhaps because they are easier to spot because of their lack of natural camouflage, the white birds are more reclusive than normal peacocks. 

But after walking several hours in the forest, several times hearing the haunting call of peacocks, Maluo eventually spotted a white one. Unfortunately, when he approached it the bird ran away. 

He soon spotted another white peacock, but it also disappeared into the forest when he drew near it. Feeling exhausted and desperate, he started talking to the next white peacock he saw, even though he knew it couldn’t understand him. He told the bird about Mu Nan, the ogre, and the white peacock feather with a green eye, and he pleaded with the peacock to help him. Though it paused to listen to Maluo, the peacock turned and ran away like the others. Maluo sat down on a log and started to cry. 

“You need something of mine?” said a voice nearby.

Maluo raised his head and saw that the third peacock had returned along with another, larger white peacock, and that this peacock’s white tail feathers all had green eyes on them. Maluo was astonished when he realized that the eyes were not just color patterns in the feather, but that they were real eyes. 

The large white peacock told Maluo that though it would cause him great pain to sacrifice one of his feathers, because they were like his children, he said he would do it so that Maluo could save Mu Nan. He told Maluo to pluck a feather. Maluo thanked the large white peacock, and pulled out a feather quickly, apologizing as he did. 

Maluo then asked the peacock if he knew where to find the Dragon Pearl Spring. The peacock told Maluo that the spring was not far, but was difficult to find, being located in a deep, narrow canyon called Nine Dragon Gorge.  

After another hour of trekking through the forest Maluo arrived at the Nine Dragon Gorge. He descended slowly into the gorge down a narrow path carved into the cliff face, and eventually reached the bottom, where he was able to walk alongside a slow-moving stream of blue-green water. 

Maluo had been walking for only a short time when he saw the placid water start to roil and white-capped waves start crashing against the river bank. Seeing a single dragon is a frightening experience, but being confronted by nine dragons, their long serpentine bodies rising up out of the churning water, twisting in the air around each other like a gigantic panchang – an endless knot – was enough to make Maluo want to run away as fast as he could. 

When one of the dragons sternly asked Maluo what he was doing there, Maluo summoned his courage and told the dragons about his quest, and his need for the dragon pearl. The dragons then conferred with each other, and Maluo noticed that some of them were strongly opposed to letting a human have a dragon pearl. 

“We’ve decided to let you use the dragon pearl,” said the dragon that had spoken to Maluo, “but you must return it when you are finished with your task. If you do not, we will flood your village and all will die. You’ll find Dragon Pearl Spring at the ninth bend in the river.” 

Maluo thanked the dragons and continued up the gorge. At the ninth bend in the river he found at the base of the cliff a bubbling hot spring, shaped like a large pearl. Maluo could see through the clear water the glistening white pearl at the bottom of the shallow pool, but he knew that if he stuck his hand in the water he would be severely burned. 

He looked around for a stick that he could use, but there were none. In his backpack he had a small knife, but it wasn’t long enough, and Maluo scalded his fingers trying to use it. For the second time Maluo sat down and felt despair. He started to consider giving up, remembering his mother’s advice that he should find a nice girl who loves him and doesn’t ask him to do dangerous and impossible tasks. 

Maluo decided it was hopeless, and he stood up to leave. But when he glanced once more at the bubbling pool he saw a huge golden carp gazing up at him. Maluo thought it was worth a chance, so he told the carp about Mu Nan, the ogre, and his quest, and he asked the golden carp if it could help him get the dragon’s pearl. 

The carp raised its head slightly up out of the water so that it could speak. 

“For Mu Nan,” said the golden carp, “I will help you. Reach into my mouth and you will find two long, straight bones. Pull the bones out, and you will see that they are not actually bones, but are golden chopsticks.” 

The carp opened its mouth very wide, and Maluo was just able to reach in, grab and extract the pair of golden chopsticks. Using the chopsticks, he was able to easily pick up the dragon pearl. The moment the dragon pearl was out of the water, the water stopped boiling. Maluo placed the dragon’s pearl and the golden chopsticks into his backpack, and he thanked the golden carp. 

“Now all I need is some fox peony,” he said to the fish. “Do you happen to know where I might find some?”

“Ask the foxes,” replied the fish. 

“And where can I find the foxes?” asked Maluo. 

“If you need them,” said the fish, “they will find you.” 

Maluo left Nine Dragon Gorge and resumed trekking through the rain forest, though now he wasn’t sure where he was supposed to go. It was starting to get dark, and then it started to rain. Luckily, Maluo came upon and empty cottage in the forest. Being exhausted from his day’s adventures, he quickly fell asleep on pile of straw in one corner of the cottage. 

At one point during the night Maluo awoke and was startled to see several small black foxes standing around him, silently gazing at him. 

“Can you help me?” Maluo said, and was about to explain his quest to the foxes. 

“You can help us,” replied one of the foxes. He motioned for Maluo to follow. Maluo fell in line behind the line of foxes as they walked silently through the forest. The rain had stopped and the white moon was shining brightly.

The foxes stopped in a small clearing in the forest and formed a circle. Maluo saw in the moonlight that in the center of the circle was a peony plant with a single blossom – deep purple petals surrounding yellow stamens. Maluo picked the blossom and placed it in his backpack. When he turned to thank the foxes he saw that they had disappeared. 

Maluo had all that he needed, but he realized that he had no idea which direction to go to find the ogre’s cave. He started walking in a random direction, but then changed his mind and headed in a different direction, and soon changed his mind again. He started to feel frustrated, and nervous that he was wasting precious time. 

Just then a wolf ran up and stopped right in front of Maluo, making Maluo shake with fear, certain the wolf was going to eat him. He then noticed that the wolf, which just stood there staring at him, was missing the paw of one of his front legs. 
The wolf then turned and ran into the forest, stopping after a distance to turn and look back at Maluo. Maluo understood, and when the wolf took off again Maluo ran after it. 

When they arrived at a hilly place with of pinnacles of gray rock, the wolf turned one last time to glance at Maluo. It then glanced at entrance to the ogre’s cave. Maluo regarded the cave for a moment, and when he looked back at the wolf he saw it running away into the forest. 

“Venerable Shi Chong!” said Maluo, standing just outside the cave. “Are you home?”

“I spent the morning chasing down scrawny rabbits for breakfast,” said the tall, ugly ogre as it emerged from the cave and eyed Maluo, “and here’s a better breakfast delivering itself to my door. It’s my lucky day!”

“Venerable sir, it is your lucky day indeed!” said Maluo nervously. “I have heard so much about you, and so I wanted to pay you a visit. I’ve brought you a small gift.” 

Maluo quickly pulled out the white peacock feather with the green eye and held it up for the ogre to see. The ogre’s eyes grew wide. He grabbed the feather out of Maluo’s hand. 

“Beautiful!” said the ogre. He then looked at Maluo. “For bringing me such a precious gift, skinny human, I will not eat your liver for breakfast.” 

The ogre stepped closer, and Maluo now saw that he wore a silver chain around his neck, with a wolf’s paw attached to the chain. 

“I’ll have it for lunch!” said the ogre. 

Maluo jumped back, tripped on a rock and fell to the ground. 

“Ha, ha!” laughed the ogre. “I’m just kidding! Look at you – all scared like a rabbit. I’m not going to eat you, you fool. We ogres are civilized. And besides, you’re too skinny. I’m sure you’re not very tasty. Now get out of here before I kill you just for the fun of it.” 

“I know that I’m bothering you, venerable sir,” said Maluo as he picked himself up off the ground, “but please allow me to present you with one more gift; one that I’m sure you’ll like.”

The ogre bent over and closely regarded the object in the palm of Maluo’s hand. 

“A dragon pearl!” he exclaimed, drooling with greed as he spoke. “Who would have a thought that an ugly, skinny human would bring me such amazing gifts. Come into my cave, please. Rest your weary bones, and I’ll make us some tea.”

Maluo started to follow the ogre into the cave. 

“You say you’ve heard of me?” asked the ogre. 

“You’re reputation has traveled far and wide,” replied Maluo. “Surely you’ve already had many visitors, coming to pay their respects and bask in your greatness.” 

“None,” said the ogre, as he entered the cave. “You’re the first. Sit, bask. I’ll boil water to make some tea.”

“You don’t need to light a fire,” said Maluo. “Use the dragon pearl.” 

The ogre dropped the dragon pearl into a pot of water and watched it quickly come to a boil. Maluo then pulled out the fox peony blossom, telling the ogre that he had picked it for himself, but that now he wanted to share it with his new friend, so that they could both enjoy some delicious herbal tea. Maluo picked several purple petals off the flower and dropped them into two teacups. 

“I’ve always wanted to use one of these,” said the ogre, gazing at the white peacock feather that he held in his hand. “Would you like to give it a try first?” he asked Maluo. 

“No thanks,” said Maluo, having no idea what the ogre was talking about, “you go ahead.”

The ogre nodded, and he then jabbed the pointed end of the peacock feather into his own neck. Maluo was horrified, but the ogre only laughed, seemingly unhurt. The ogre’s blood flowed into the shaft of the peacock feather, up to the green eye, turning it red. The ogre then demonstrated to Maluo how he could use the peacock feather eye to see, just like one of his eyes. He closed his eyes, the peacock feather eye rotated and focused on the pot of boiling water, and the ogre lifted the pot and poured hot water into the teacups.  

To Maluo the purple colored infusion tasted something like strong chrysanthemum and jujube tea, and it had no effect on him. Maluo noticed that the ogre, however, became tipsy and loose-tongued before he’d finished his first cup. The ogre told Maluo about the beautiful woman who he had caught and imprisoned, and he laughed when he revealed his plan for her: use her to have a child, and then kill her after the child was born. 

As the ogre talked on, Maluo forced a smile and nodded, but also glanced around the cave. He eventually spotted the key to the pavilion cage; it was hanging on the cave wall behind the ogre. Halfway through his second cup of fox peony tea the ogre started to slur his words, he became drowsy and fell asleep. 

When the ogre’s head dropped to his chest and he started to snore, Maluo stood up and quietly moved toward the wall. He stopped when he saw the red eye grow large and follow him. The ogre, though he remained asleep, stirred restlessly. 

Maluo knew that if he took another step the ogre would wake up and be suspicious or furious. The red eye followed Maluo as he sat back down; the ogre grew quiet again. Now Maluo understood the true value of the peacock feather eye: the ogre could use it to sleep while at the same time keep watch on his things. 

Maluo tried reaching slowly toward the peacock feather, thinking that he could carefully remove it from the ogre’s neck without waking him. But the eye saw Maluo’s approaching hand and it sent a message to the ogre’s brain, making it snort and stir and nearly awaken. 

Maluo thought about what to do and soon realized that the best solution was not just to steal the key but to kill the ogre, so that he couldn’t chase after Maluo after he stole the key, and so that he could never again bother Mu Nan. 

But how could he kill the ogre? 

Maluo remembered the golden chopsticks given to him by the golden carp. But when he tried to get close to the ogre to kill him with the golden chopsticks, the red eye again roused the sleeping ogre. This time one of the ogre’s eyes opened halfway and stared at Maluo for a moment, closing again when Maluo backed away. 

In desperation Maluo grabbed a handful of ashes from the ogre’s fire, threw them into the red eye, and then leaped up and stabbed with the golden chopsticks, one into each of the ogre’s eyes. 

The ogre woke up, bellowing with pain and rage, but with his own eyes blinded and ashes in the red feather eye, he couldn’t see Maluo. The ogre screamed and flailed his arms about, hoping to grab Maluo. Maluo dodged this way and that, and was eventually able to grab onto the peacock feather and yank it out of the ogre’s neck. Blood spurted out of the hole in the ogre’s neck as he let out one last scream. He then collapsed and died, because golden chopsticks had pierced his brain. The peacock feather eye turned green again. 

Maluo quickly grabbed the key off the wall, stuffed the peacock feather, the dragon pearl, and golden chopsticks into his backpack, and ran out of the cave. 
The first thing Maluo did after opening the pavilion cage and freeing Mu Nan was to ask her to marry him. 

“I like you very much,” said Mu Nan, as she gently touched Maluo’s arm, “but I cannot marry you.” 

“Why not?” said Maluo. “I thought you loved me, too.” 

“I do,” replied Mu Nan. “I can’t marry you because I am a fox.” 

“What?”

Maluo glanced around and saw that the black foxes that had helped him, plus several more foxes, had entered the clearing in the bamboo grove. 

“A fox!” said Maluo, finally realizing the truth. “You disguised yourself as a woman and lured me here with your music.”

“Would you have agreed to steal the key from the ogre if you had known I was a fox?” asked Mu Nan. 

“Yes!” replied Maluo “Probably. I love animals. You used me.” 

“Yes,” said Mu Nan, “and I apologize, but I needed you to fall in love with me so that you would be willing to risk your life for me. You have a done a good deed, Guo Maluo.”

“A good deed? I have freed a cunning fox from a cage,” said Maluo. “I could have been killed.”

“Not just a fox,” said a voice behind Maluo. Maluo turned and saw the foxes that had taken him to the fox peony. “She is our queen,” said the fox who had spoken. 

“I used you, yes,” said Mu Nan, “but I also gave you something.” 

“What?” said Maluo sullenly. 

“Self-knowledge,” said Mu Nan. “Now you know that you are a brave man.” 

“I’d rather have you,” said Maluo. 

Mu Nan smiled and kissed him. “Who says you cannot?” 

Mu Nan then took Maluo by the hand and led him into the pavilion. She drew the curtains inside the pavilion so that the other foxes could not see. But the other foxes didn’t need to see – they knew what was going on inside. 

After a while, from inside the curtained pavilion came the sound of a hulusi playing the mysterious song that had enchanted Maluo. The foxes formed a circle and started dancing around the pavilion, dancing to the music of that lovely, magical song, which they called “Foxes Dancing in the Moonlight.”
Catch Li Wanyu’s Eye

While in Chengdu I visited my friend, Gao Qing, who runs a preschool called ABC Happy Child English, I noticed that her young son was amusing herself with what looked like a glass eyeball. I asked Gao Qing about it, and she was surprised that I hadn’t heard about Li Wanyu, who was famous throughout Sichuan. I said I hadn’t, so she told me about the young man with a remarkable talent. 

Though he had not attended university, Li Wanyu was a clever young man. But he was somewhat lazy, and really didn’t care much about finding a good job. At the age of 26 he was still unmarried and living with his mother, Li Hui, who ran a fruit stand in the village of Longweizhen. The village was located at the foot of Mt. Longwei, so named because the ridge along the mountain top resembles a dragon’s tail.

Li Wanyu's life changed on the day that his father died. Li Liang was well known in the village, and could be seen every day whizzing down the main street of Longweizhen in his sputtering gas powered trike. The small cart behind him was always full of fruit, bottled water, cigarettes, and other necessities that he and his wife sold at their stand. 

One night, after he’d had too much to drink, which happened not infrequently, Li Liang’s speeding trike flew off one side of the Banbihe Bridge and plunged into the river. With a large and full bottle of baijiu – strong white grain alcohol – in his coat pocket, Li Liang went down as quickly as Qu Yuan when he jumped into the Milou River holding a rock.

Overnight Li Wanyu became motivated to find a good job and earn money to take care of his mother. Since he knew something about computers – about computer games, that is – he made the long trip from Longweizhen to the city to look for a position with a computer game company, as a game maker. That proved to be beyond his skill level, so he decided to look for a sales job at one of the many electronic gadget stores. 

After a full and fruitless day of talking with shop owners, Wanyu decided to relax. He bought a bottle of beer and a couple of steamed buns for his dinner. It was early evening, and some of the big brands were having a sales event in front of a department store. There were several booths set up in the parking lot, displaying the latest mobile phones, electronic tablets, and more. 

But what caught Wanyu’s eye was the performer on a small stage. Behind him was a young man using a drum set to add suspenseful accompaniment. A crowd of people were watching the performer as he raised a glass of water up to one of his nostrils, tipped his head back, and proceeded to drink the water through his nose. Wanyu applauded along with the crowd. The performer then filled his glass with red wine, which he deftly drank through his other nostril. 

“What a way to make a living,” said a man standing next to Wanyu. 

“How much do you think he makes?” asked Wanyu. They both watched the performer fill his glass with milk. 

“Not much, I’m sure,” said the man. “I wonder if he can drink through his ear, too.” 

The performer easily drank the glass of milk through his right nostril, using a handkerchief to wipe a little that had trickled out of his left. Everyone cheered and applauded. 

“Still,” said Wanyu, “It looks like a pretty easy way to make a living.”

The other man regarded Li for a moment then turned his attention back to the stage, where the performer was filling his glass with milk again. Now he asked the crowd to step back a little, and he directed the drummer to give him a drum roll. He drank the milk through a nostril as before, but when the crowd started to applaud he signaled that he wasn’t finished. 

The performer then used his index finger to pull down the lower eyelid of his right eye. Standing off to the right side of the stage, he commenced his grand finale: his face and neck muscles strained, his face turned red, and then, to everyone’s amazement, a thin stream of white liquid shot out from the corner of his eye. A long thin arc of milk streamed toward the people nearest the stage; they backed up quickly, cheered and applauded. The man then moved to stage left and repeated his out-of-the-eye milk squirting, finishing his act at center stage. The performer wiped the milk off his face, made a bow, and exited the stage. 

As the crowd started to disperse, Wanyu pushed his way to the rear of the stage. Behind a curtained area he found the performer, who was clearing his throat loudly and spitting out globs of white mucus. 

“Hey, brother!” said Wanyu to the man. “Can you teach me how to do that? I could learn and we could perform on stage together. What do you think?”

The man stopped spitting to look at Wanyu for a moment. 

“Get lost!” he said. 

“You’re performance sucked!” said Wanyu. The performer growled and swung, and Wanyu jumped back to avoid being hit. 

That same night, starting with small glasses of water, Wanyu began teaching himself the art of nose drinking. It felt uncomfortable at first, but Wanyu experimented with warm water with a little added salt, and in a few days he had mastered nose drinking. 

He then tried different liquids. He knew that to be a better performer than the man he’d seen he would have to do something different. So he made himself nose-drink green tea, beer, and even baijiu. Wanyu also knew that the hard part would be learning how to hold the liquid in his nasal cavity, and then force it out through the corner of his eye. That’s the part he really didn’t understand well, and he resented the performer for not being willing to teach him the secret. 

After weeks of practice, first with his left eye then with his right, Wanyu was finally able to send a thin stream of water shooting out of the corner of his eye. Further practice enabled him to do the same with tea, wine, beer, and milk. Only a month after he’d started learning the art of nose drinking, Wanyu had booked his first performance: a new internet bar was having its grand opening; there was going to a rock band, and the owner, though dubious, had agreed to let Wanyu perform.

There was no stage, but a small crowd of young men, although eager to enter the internet bar and get started playing computer games, had gathered around Wanyu to watch him perform. The nose drinking went well; and the crowd grew as Wanyu progressed from water to beer and baijiu. Several of the young men laughed and shouted to Wanyu that he should share his refreshments with them. 

And then something went wrong. Wanyu had caught a cold the day before, and his sinuses were congested. He was able to perform the milk squirting part of his act, but he noticed that he had to strain much more than usual, and he felt pain in his face and head as the milk streamed out of his eye. Now it was time for the grand finale: shooting a stream of baijiu out of both eyes at the same time – a feat Wanyu had done only once before, but was confident he could do again. 

The strong alcohol burned in his nasal cavity as Wanyu tilted his head back and strained to force it out through his eyes. Nothing happened. Wanyu strained harder, his face became very red, his body began to tremble, and sweat trickled down his cheeks. He had built up the crowd’s expectations by telling them what he was about to do, and now some of them were starting to laugh and jeer, and a few walked away. 

A man in the crowd had just lit his cigarette when he heard a loud “pop!” The man instinctively held out his hand when he saw something fly from the stage toward him. He was stunned when he looked down to see that one of Wanyu’s eyeballs had landed in his hand. At first he was repulsed – the eyeball was wet and bloody – but he didn’t want his friends to think he was weak or scared, so he suppressed his impulse to toss the eye away, and instead he calmly puffed his cigarette and, holding on to some strands of optic nerve, held the eyeball up for all to see. 

The crowd erupted with an equal mix of cheers, applause, and expressions of revulsion. Wanyu was stunned and motionless, with a blend of baijiu and blood streaming out of the hole in his face. Someone handed him a towel, the man with the cigarette gave Wanyu back his eyeball, and another man agreed to take Wanyu to the hospital. 
Unfortunately, Wanyu’s eyeball was damaged beyond repair – it didn’t help that the man who’d caught it had accidentally burned it a little with his cigarette. But Wanyu’s new glass eyeball matched his real eye perfectly. The best part of this story is that Wanyu soon became famous for his shooting eyeball act. It was especially effective when he first took it to the road, because people didn’t know that the eyeball hurtling toward them was a fake. Wanyu’s fame spread quickly and he became the star he dreamed of becoming. He soon had no money worries and was able to move his mother into his nice new home in the city, to live with him and his new bride, who was an acrobat. 

Eventually it became great sport to try to catch Wanyu’s eyeball. Wanyu had hundreds of identical glass eyes made for him so that he could let the lucky person who caught his flying eye keep it, and Wanyu would always autograph it after the show. 

People came to believe that catching one of Wanyu’s glass eyeballs brought good fortune and a life without vision problems, and “Catch Li Wanyu’s eye” became a common expression for receiving a windfall. Elderly people with vision problems often came up to Wanyu after his performances and begged him to give them a glass eye, which he did without hesitation if he was convinced that they weren’t faking their affliction. Though he became a generous and compassionate man, Wanyu carefully managed the number of eyeballs he gave out, because they had become valuable collector’s items. 

Gao Qing told me that she had taken her son to see Li Wanyu perform at a Spring Festival temple fair. Her son was very upset when he didn’t catch Li Wanyu’s eye – it had bounced off his head and into the hands of another spectator. So my friend went to an antique market and bought a Li Wanyu eye to give to her son. Though I didn’t say it to my friend, I think it’s likely that the unscrupulous antique dealer sold her a fake Li Wanyu. This, unfortunately, happens all too often these days. 

Run, Xiaoyang, Run!
       One day a group of demons heard about the world famous soccer player named Deng Xiaoyang – 

       “That’s me!” said Xiaoyang. “I’m in your story, Teacher Wu.” 
       “Of course you are,” said Teacher Wu. He held the cup closer so that Xiaoyang could sip through the straw. “Now drink a little more water, lie back, and let me tell the story.”

       The demons were jealous of Xiaoyang’s skill and fame, because they had their own soccer team, and they claimed that they were the best in the world. So one day the demons showed up at Xiaoyang’s school, demanding to speak to Coach Wu. 

       “You’re in the story too, Teacher Wu!” said Xiaoyang. 
       “Yes,” said Teacher Wu. “In the story I’m the world famous soccer coach, Coach Wu!”

       The demons challenged Coach Wu to a soccer match, their team against the school team. Coach Wu told the demons they must promise to play fairly, and when they promised he agreed to the match. He smiled as the demons left, knowing that his team captain, Deng Xiaoyang, could easily beat any team of demons. 

       For being a chubby boy, Xiaoyang could run across a soccer field as fast as a sparrow could swoop through the air. Xiaoyang wasn’t fat, but his red cheeks were a little plump and his butt a little wide. For Teacher Wu there was a fine line between ‘energetic’ and ‘mischievous’, and he regarded Xiaoyang as being equal parts of both. But when he saw Xiaoyang run as fast as the more athletic boys, and score as many goals, he found it hard to be stern, and found himself admiring the boy’s tireless spirit. 
       From watching soccer games on TV, Xiaoyang had picked up the habit of showing off when he scored a goal. He’d run a full circle around the soccer field, with a huge grin on his face, with one hand tugging up his jersey to expose his round belly, and with the other hand high in the air, flashing a peace sign. 
       Teacher Wu, who lived alone at the village school, drove on the winding mountain road every weekend to the town where the hospital was located. Xiaoyang’s parents both worked six days a week, so they could visit their son only once a week. There was also a caretaker, a man hired by Teacher Wu to be there the rest of the days and during the night, sleeping on a cot next to Xiaoyang’s bed. 
       Still holding the water cup, Teacher Wu gazed down upon Xiaoyang, noticing the boy’s emaciated frame and his sunken, pale cheeks. But when he told Xiaoyang what his classmates were doing lately, or when he was about to continue telling his story, he saw the boy’s eyes light up, and he could see that a lively spirit still animated his weakened body. Only now the spirit was a bit subdued. 
       “What was Xiaoyang’s number?” asked Xiaoyang. 
       “On his jersey?” asked Teacher Wu. 
       “Yeah.” 
       “Mm, number 10.” 
       “That’s Messi’s number!” 
       “Yes,” said Teacher Wu. “When Lionel Messi heard that Deng Xiaoyang was going to play against the demons, he called Xiaoyang and told him to use his number.”

       The day of the soccer match arrived. Because there were so many people that wanted to watch, the game had to held in a professional soccer stadium, rather than at Xiaoyang’ s school. Liverpool and Manchester United were scheduled to play in the huge stadium that day, but when the players and coaches heard that Deng Xiaoyang and his team would be taking on the demons, the two British teams decided to postpone their match. 
       When he walked out onto the pitch Xiaoyang was happy to see all his classmates sitting together and cheering for him. And he could barely believe his eyes when he saw several famous soccer players who had taken a break from their busy schedules to attend the game: Messi, Ronaldo, Iniesta, Falcao, Bale, Ibrahimovic, van Persie, Beckham, and others were there, sitting in the front row, cheering for Xiaoyang and his teammates.  

       “What did the demons look like?” asked Xiaoyang. 
       “Ugly,” replied Teacher Wu, “very ugly.” 
       “Did they all look the same?” 
       “No. Each one was ugly in his own unique way.”

       The captain of the demon team was a tall, green-skinned demon whose bulging muscles nearly burst his jersey. Green, twisted horns grew out at odd angles from his bald head. He wore heavy earrings made of silver and black stones that pulled his ears down past his cheeks, and swung when he ran. 
       One of the defenders was a blue-skinned demon with a black pointy beard and white tusks protruding from his mouth. His black eyebrows curved upward into sharp points, and two black horns grew out from above his ears and turned straight up, ending in sharp points. During a game he often lowered his head and charged like an angry bull. 
       The demon team’s lead striker had a reputation for being a little crazy and out of control. He wore no jersey, and his red-skinned chest was tattooed with black and white images of the Five Noxious Creatures: snakes, scorpions, centipedes, geckos and toads. On his back was a tattoo of himself slaying Zhong Kui, the famous demon catcher. The demon’s face was also covered with tattoos, sharp canine teeth curved out of his mouth, and his fingernails were long and curved. Even his own teammates kept their distance from this demon. 

       At times, while listening to Teacher Wu’s story, Xiaoyang would fall asleep. Teacher Wu would stop talking, gently stroke the boy’s hair, and listen to his regular, shallow breathing. Except for the soft rattling sound coming from Xiaoyang’s lungs, the room was silent. Teacher Wu recalled the silence of his grandparent’s house, broken only by the soft ticking of an old clock. He remembered the little garden he loved to linger in, and getting a scolding from his grandmother for picking unripe cucumbers. 
       A smile came over Teacher Wu’s face when he thought about what an ordeal it was to make Xiaoyang come inside after lunch break. The bell would ring and all the other kids would stream into the one-room schoolhouse. Seeing Xiaoyang’s seat empty, Teacher Wu knew that he was still on the soccer field, dribbling the ball downfield or kicking a goal. So he’d step out in the schoolyard and yell for him. 
       “Xiaoyang!” And he’d wait a second. 
       “Xiaoyang! Where are you?” And he’d wait again. 
       “Xiaoyang! Where have you gone?” 
       After the third call Xiaoyang would come tearing across the schoolyard. Knowing that his classmates were all gathered at the windows looking out, Xiaoyang would tug up his shirt, flash a grin and peace sign, and run at a speed that always amazed Teacher Wu. 
       Xiaoyang would dash straight past Teacher Wu, shouting “Sorry, Teacher!” as he flew by. Teacher Wu would always try to slap the back of the boy’s head, but the kid would swerve and duck just at the right time. Watching the ritual, some of Xiaoyang’s classmates would be laughing, others cheering for Xiaoyang, and others just shaking their heads. 
       “Teacher Wu?” asked Xiaoyang one day after waking from a nap. “When will I be able to go back to school?” 
       “Soon,” replied Teacher Wu. “You just need to rest and take your medicine.” 
       “I miss going to school,” said Xiaoyang. “I miss my classmates.” 
       “They miss you too, Xiaoyang. Especially your soccer teammates.” 
       “Really?” 
       “They keep asking me, ‘When is Xiaoyang coming back?’” said Teacher Wu. “The fact is, the team’s a mess without you.” 

       The game started. The crowd cheered as Xiaoyang and his teammates began moving the ball down the field, passing it back and forth with fancy footwork, shooting past the demons. Coach Wu watched proudly; his players were at their best, working smoothly as a team. 
       But the demons’ strategy soon became apparent. A gray-skinned demon with a red scar across his face, stealthily landed a kick on one Xiaoyang’s defenders, and the boy went down, groaning with pain. Unfortunately, none of the referees saw it, so there was no penalty. 
       Soon after a fish-headed demon did the same to one of Xiaoyang’s midfielders. Like the first boy, the second had to be dragged off the field, in too much pain to continue playing. The demons were so quick and sneaky that none of the referees saw the foul, so again there was no penalty against the demon team. When it happened a third time, against one of the team’s strikers, Coach Wu realized that the demons were more interested in making sneak attacks on Xiaoyang’s teammates than in making a goal. 

       A coughing fit usually came on without any warning. It always started with two or three heavy exhalations which made Xiaoyang’s lungs rattle loudly. When he heard that sound Teacher Wu would grab the plastic basin from under the bed. 
      When the coughing erupted, the boy’s body convulsed like an epileptic having a seizure. Often the coughing turned into retching, and Xiaoyang would lean over in bed as Teacher Wu held a blue plastic basin for him to spit into. 
       At times Teacher Wu couldn’t look at the sputum with streaks of red, so he’d look instead at Xiaoyang’s legs, the sheet already kicked off. With each cough the boy’s legs jerked violently, like he was receiving an electric shock, or as if he was trying to kick a soccer ball the full length of the field. 
       When the coughing had subsided, Teacher Wu would wipe Xiaoyang’s face with a damp cloth, cover his legs back up, and help him drink some water. 
       Xiaoyang had been coughing for weeks, and as a result he’d strained his abdominal, intercostal, and back muscles. Now a coughing fit caused a sharp pain in the boy’s right side. To support the burning muscles and ease the pain, Xiaoyang would press both his hands against his side as he coughed. Clearing his throat, burping, hiccupping, moving too quickly, or even breathing too deeply all caused pain. 
       Sneezing was the worst, because Xiaoyang had no warning and no time to position his hands to protect himself. His body would try to shield him from the pain by stifling the sneeze somewhat – allowing the ‘Ah…’ but not the ‘choo!” But he still writhed as a sharp, burning pain shot through his side. Xiaoyang would grit his teeth, unable to breath for a moment. Finally he would let out a series of short grunts: “Ah, ah, ah, ah!” as the pain faded. 
 
       Xiaoyang was the only member of his team left on the field; the demons had eliminated all his teammates with their sneak attacks, including the goalkeeper. Strangely, instead of taking advantage of the situation and going for a goal, the demons now focused on Xiaoyang. Apparently they were more interested in hurting their opponents than winning the game. 
       Now they tried to take out Xiaoyang. A green, shaggy-haired demon that resembled a willow tree with a disease, tried to kick Xiaoyang as he was dribbling the ball toward the goal. Xiaoyang swerved and ducked, but the demon managed to land a vicious kick against his ribs. Xiaoyang cried out, tumbled head-forward, and lay still. 
       Suddenly, Messi, Ronaldo, and the other famous footballers ran out onto the pitch. They were angry and they wanted to play on Xiaoyang’s team. But the head referee told them it was against the rules and ordered them off the field. 
       Xiaoyang got up. Gritting his teeth and holding his side with one hand, he thanked the famous soccer players and told them that he would face the demons alone. Messi and the others grumbled and returned to the stands. 
       Xiaoyang made the throw-in to himself, and resumed moving the ball downfield. 
 
       At times when Xiaoyang was not sleeping, but just resting with his eyes closed, Teacher Wu would notice a smile come over the boy’s face, and Teacher Wu would know that Xiaoyang was daydreaming. He often did this in class rather than paying attention to the lesson, but now Teacher Wu felt that the more he daydreamed the better. So he encouraged the boy to fantasize, and to talk about his fantasies if he was willing to. 
       “Xiaoyang, where are you?” Teacher Wu once asked. 
       “I’m in a bamboo forest,” Xiaoyang replied after a moment, with his eyes still closed. “The bamboo is really thick, Teacher Wu. It’s hard to walk through, but I’m moving slowly through it, kicking a soccer ball. It’s very green, and very quiet – just a little sunlight coming down, and a few birds chirping. It’s nice. I like it here. And… I feel really strong and healthy.” 
       “Xiaoyang, where are you now?” Teacher Wu asked another time. 
       “I’m in America at that big, deep valley,” said Xiaoyang. “You told us about it in class.” 
       “The Grand Canyon?” 
       “Yeah, that’s it. There’s a crowd watching me. I’m about to try to kick a soccer ball across the Big Canyon. I’ll have to kick it hard, kick it high, pay attention to the wind. I kick!” 
       “Well?” asked Teacher Wu after a moment. “Did it make it?” 
       “Just a second,” said Xiaoyang. “It’s a very wide canyon… It made it!” 
       One afternoon the smile appeared on Xiaoyang’s face, but then quickly faded. 
       “Xiaoyang,” asked Teacher Wu. “Where have you gone to?” 
       “I’m at home,” replied Xiaoyang. “I want to go home.” 
       “You’ll be going home soon,” said Teacher Wu. “You have to be patient.” 
       Xiaoyang opened his eyes and gazed at Teacher Wu for a moment. 
       “OK, Teacher,” he said. “I’ll try.”

       Another demon swung his leg out and tripped Xiaoyang, who fell on his right side, where he’d just been kicked. This time a referee saw the foul, and he awarded Xiaoyang a direct free kick. The demons were incensed. They gathered around the referee in a tight circle and threatened to follow him after the game, drag him into a dark alley, and beat him senseless. 
       The referee stood his ground and yelled at the demons, threatening to kick them all out of the stadium. But, in fact, he was frightened by their threat. So to appease them, the referee told Xiaoyang that he had to make his free kick from the halfway line. The demons agreed to this, knowing that no one could make a goal from the halfway line, not even Deng Xiaoyang. 

       On Saturday nights, when Teacher Wu had not too much homework to check, he’d tell the caretaker to take a night off and go home. Teacher Wu would stay up late, reading a book and watching Xiaoyang. Every night, an hour or so after he’d had fallen asleep, Xiaoyang would wake up drenched in sweat. Teacher Wu would help the half-awake boy change his T-shirt, and he would swap the towel underneath him, and the one on his pillow, for dry ones. 
       “I had a dream, Teacher Wu,” said Xiaoyang sleepily, after settling back down on dry towels. 
       “What was your dream?” asked Teacher Wu. 
       “I dreamed I was at Big Canyon.” 
       “The Grand Canyon?” 
       “Yes. I was too scared to walk up to the edge and look into the canyon, even though there was a guardrail to keep people from falling in. Then an American family came with their little dog. At first the woman was holding the dog in her arms, but he jumped down and ran straight toward the edge of the cliff. I couldn’t watch; I covered my eyes. But then I heard the dog barking. I opened my eyes and saw that he’d run underneath the guardrail, right up to the edge of the cliff, and had stopped and turned around, and now was barking at the humans – like he wanted them to come quickly and look.” 
       “What do you think about that dog?” asked Teacher Wu. 
“I don’t know,” said Xiaoyang after a moment. “Kind of foolish. But maybe a clever dog, too.” 
       “Brave?” asked Teacher Wu. 
       “Maybe.” 
       Teacher Wu felt Xiaoyang’s hand touch his, and he saw the boy looking up at 
him. 
       “Teacher Wu,” said Xiaoyang. 
       “Yes?” 
       “You better finish your story soon.” 
       Teacher Wu gazed down at the brave, frail boy. He noted the wan smile, but also caught a glimmer in the boy’s dark eyes. 

       The demons lined up to form a ‘wall’ in front of Xiaoyang. The crowd started cheering for Xiaoyang, yelling “Jia you! Jia you!” Xiaoyang walked backwards several paces, then ran up and kicked the ball with all his might. 
       The ball flew over the heads of the startled demons, but it had spin on it, so it immediately curved downward. The goalkeeper, a mustard-skinned demon that was a nervous blend of lizard and chicken, jumped this way and that in an effort to catch the ball. But the ball struck him right between his red eyes and knocked him out cold. 
       The ball careened off the demon’s head and hit the top bar of the goal. From there it bounced off a side bar, and finally it shot at an angle into the goal. 
       The crowd burst into thunderous cheering. The score was 1-0 and time had run out. The game was over. Xiaoyang’s team had won! 
       Grimacing and snarling, the demons put their hands over their ears. But the deafening sound of joy was a terrible sound to them, and so they vanished into thin air, including the unconscious goalkeeper. 
       Xiaoyang started to run, tugging up his jersey and flashing a grin and a peace sign. Coach Wu was jumping and shouting along with everyone else. Xiaoyang had run halfway around the field and was just passing by Coach Wu, when something unexpected happened. 
       A red arm, with black and white tattoos on it, shot up out of the ground, bursting through the turf. The red hand with long fingernails grabbed onto Xiaoyang’s ankle and violently yanked him down to the ground. Xiaoyang hit the ground with a loud thump and he cried out in pain. His leg jerked and kicked the demon’s arm, and the arm quickly withdrew back underground. Xiaoyang didn’t move. 
 
       Teacher Wu stopped telling his story for moment when he heard Xiaoyang exhale a long breath, a sigh, like a sigh of relief. And then the room was silent. 
 
       The crowd fell silent. Coach Wu ran over, knelt down beside Xiaoyang and shook him gently to wake him. But Xiaoyang didn’t wake up. Coach Wu started to cry, and he saw his tears fall onto Xiaoyang’s face. 
       “My tears will wake you up!” said Coach Wu. He watched to see if it was true. 
       “Wake up, Xiaoyang!” 
       
       “My tears…” repeated Teacher Wu. “Wake up, Xiaoyang!” he shouted. “Wake up, 
Xiaoyang!” he shouted again. “Please wake up,” he said quietly. 
 
       Suddenly, Xiaoyang opened his eyes and looked up at Coach Wu. Xiaoyang sat up. 
       “Coach Wu! I fell down!” 
       “Then get up!” said Coach Wu. 
       Xiaoyang got up, and the crowd again exploded into cheering. 
       “What should I do now, Coach Wu?” asked Xiaoyang. 
       “Run, Xiaoyang! Run!” 
       Xiaoyang took off running again, and as he made the turn at the far end of the field and started coming back, Xiaoyang’s swiftly moving feet left the ground. He kept on running, but now he was running up into the air, rising above the stadium, spiraling upwards. 
       The crowd shouted and cheered. The famous soccer players stood up and cheered wildly, many of them holding up their hands and flashing peace sign salutes. Xiaoyang’s classmates mostly cheered, but some laughed, and some just shook their heads, because they’d seen this before – Xiaoyang doing one of his naughty stunts. They knew that Coach Wu would soon yell for him, and Xiaoyang would come running back with a big grin on his face. 
       But Xiaoyang kept on running and kept on rising into the sunlight. He eventually disappeared into a big white cloud, the only one floating in a beautiful azure sky. 
       The crowd grew silent again. Coach Wu gazed up at the cloud. 
       “Xiaoyang!” yelled Coach Wu. 
       “Xiaoyang, where are you?” 
       “Xiaoyang, where have you gone?” 
       After gazing up at the cloud for several seconds, Coach Wu lowered his head. He bent down and picked up a microphone lying on the grass nearby. 
       “Students,” said Coach Wu, his voice echoing throughout the stadium. “Xiaoyang is not coming back.” He had to pause. 
       “Let’s go back to the school,” resumed Coach Wu when he could speak. “When we get back to school I want you all to write a short essay about Xiaoyang, our school’s soccer superstar, and today, our school hero.” 
       Everyone filed out of the stadium in silence. Xiaoyang’s classmates were all thinking about Xiaoyang, how he had beat the demons with his mighty kick, and how they would miss watching him dash across the schoolyard with his shirt tugged up, flashing a peace sign, with a big grin on his face. 
In Yaoba Guzhen

In Yaoba Guzhen, an ancient town in southeastern Sichuan, Liu Chenghu stepped into an empty courtyard of an abandoned siheyuan – courtyard house that a Qing Dynasty magistrate once lived in. Chenghu took off his hat and wiped his sweating brow with a tissue. He glanced around at the maroon colored wooden walls and columns on the four sides of the quadrangle. It felt nice to escape the crowded city and his responsibilities, and now to escape the midday heat in the cool courtyard. 

At the very center of the courtyard, sunlight was falling upon an empty, rectangular basin made of gray stone. The bottom of the basin was damp with rain water, the sides were covered with bright green moss, and inside the basin stood a couple of knee-high stone columns, resembling the seals used by the Emperor to stamp official documents. On top of the pillars were identical terracotta pots, each containing a plant with slender, relaxed leaves. 

As Chenghu gazed at the basin, letting the colors and shapes speak for themselves, he realized that due to the angle of the sun, half the basin was in light and half in dark, one of the pillars was lit up and the other nearly black. Chenghu started breathing slower, feeling his body and mind relax. He’d stumbled upon a Yin-Yang motif – a symbol of dualisms, and of the road that returns to its beginning. 

A moment later a shaved-head boy, wearing shorts and a striped tank-top, crept into the courtyard, stood on the opposite side of the basin, and stared at Chenghu. Chenghu raised his camera, the boy flashed a peace sign, and Chenghu took a picture. 

“This is nice place, isn’t it?” said Chenghu to the boy. “Very peaceful.”

The boy smiled. 

Chenghu said goodbye to the boy and left the courtyard. 

Standing outside the siheyuan in the hot July sun, Chenghu studied the tourist brochure of the ancient town, trying to decide if he wanted to go see the Dongyue Temple or the Former Residence of Wang Zhaowen. Chenghu felt something next to him; he looked down and saw the boy standing beside him. 

Chenghu smiled at the boy, said goodbye again, and started to walk away. He felt a tug, turned and saw that the boy had grabbed hold of his backpack. The boy gave another tug, trying to pull Chenghu back to entrance of the siheyuan. 

“What?” said Chenghu. “I already saw everything in there.” 

The boy gave Chenghu’s backpack another tug. 

“OK,” said Chenghu. “I’m in no hurry. Show me what I missed.” 

He followed the boy back in, expecting to see a miniature palace that the boy had constructed out of fallen pieces of brick and roof tile, or perhaps a dog had found a secluded corner and had given birth to her puppies. 

When they reached the courtyard the boy stopped. The angle of the sunlight had changed a bit, but all was the same as before: maroon walls and columns, gray stone, green moss, two stone pillars topped with potted plants, and a peaceful atmosphere that Chenghu rarely experienced. 

Chenghu patted the boy’s bristly head and turned to leave again. 

“Would you like some tea?” said a voice from across the courtyard. 

Chenghu turned and saw a man with a friendly smile, kind eyes, and some gray in his dark hair, standing with his hands behind his back in the doorway to the house.

In the many ancient towns in Sichuan, it’s not uncommon to find a small tea shop or souvenir shop set up inside a tourist site. But Chenghu didn’t want to buy anything, and didn’t want to take time to drink tea, because he was planning to catch the early afternoon bus back to Luzhou, where he was staying. 

“Thank you very much,” said Chenghu. “But I don’t want to buy anything.”

“I’m not selling anything,” said the man. “This is our home. Please, come in and sit for a while. It’s so hot today.”

The man descended the few steps from the doorway, walked to a corner of the courtyard, and sat down at a small but beautifully carved ebony table, with green jade and red jasper inlay on the surface. Chenghu was surprised he hadn’t seen it before, but perhaps it was hidden in the shadows. The man smiled at Chenghu and motioned to one of the chairs. 

“I didn’t know anyone lived here,” said Chenghu as he sat at the table. “The brochure says the house has sat empty after its owner – ” 

“The brochure has some mistakes,” interrupted the man. “And we keep quiet here, my family and I. We like to preserve the peaceful atmosphere that people experience when they come in.” 

The man told Chenghu that he had lived in this siheyuan with his wife and daughter for many years. The moment he mentioned his wife and daughter, Chenghu saw the two women standing in the doorway into the house. 

The older woman was wearing an embroidered cheongsam, with her long dark hair piled up on top of her head, held in place by silver hairpins with brightly colored cloisonné flowers. Her smile and eyes were just as warm and welcoming as her husband’s. 

The young woman’s long hair was also pulled up, but with several black strands hanging down in back and around her ears. Her hair was adorned by a golden hairpin decorated with a golden butterfly and a pink cloisonné rose, along with hanging golden chains with more tiny butterflies attached. The young woman’s eyes were dark and shining, her smile was sweet and reserved. She stood slightly behind her mother, gazing at Chenghu. 

“This is my wife and my daughter,” said the man. 

Chenghu smiled and nodded to the man’s wife, but his gaze quickly returned to the young woman, because she seemed strangely familiar to him, and because he was mesmerized by her beauty. 

“Please bring us some tea,” said the man to his daughter. The young woman nodded and disappeared into the house. 

When the man’s daughter returned with the tea, she joined them at the table and poured green tea from a glass teapot into four glass teacups. Chenghu noticed that the slender tea leaves, as they swirled and sank in his cup, resembled the delicate eyebrows of the man’s daughter. 

As they slowly drank their tea, the man told Chenghu the story of his ancestors and the siheyuan. 

The man said that he and his family were descendants of a magistrate named Zhang Longyou, who had the house built and lived there with his wife, Zhang Liran, and his daughter, Zhang Jinshuo. Zhang Longyou was a scholarly and fair man, a man who always strived to be a Confucian junzi – a person of noble character. He worked hard, never showed favoritism, refused to take bribes, settled civil disputes wisely, and was respected by the people of Yaoba. His hard work and uprightness was also noticed by the governor and even the regional viceroy. 

In Yaoba there lived a merchant who had never married, a man by the name of Wang Manyuan. He was the owner of the Yaoba Rice Store, and everyone in town regarded him a shrewd businessman, but also a rather cold man. The merchant had always envied the status of the magistrate – his wealth and his guanxi with the governor and the viceroy. He had especially envied the magistrate’s elegant siheyuan. And whenever the magistrate and his family came into the merchant’s shop, the merchant would stare furtively, hungrily, at the magistrate’s beautiful daughter. 

One day the merchant sent a messenger to the magistrate, informing him that he would like to marry the magistrate’s daughter, the lovely Jinshuo. He explained that he was doing very well with the rice store, and that he could provide Jinshuo with a comfortable home and life. The magistrate asked his daughter how she felt about the merchant. She told her father that though she respected the man, she did not like him, and would prefer to wait for a more suitable husband. Her father sent a message to the merchant declining the offer of marriage. 

The spurned merchant hatched a scheme to obtain both the magistrate’s daughter and his house. One night a couple of burglars hired by the merchant broke into the magistrate’s house and stole some small and insignificant items: a pair of the magistrate’s gloves, and the top knob – a white mother of pearl ball – from one of his official hats. The items were so insignificant that the magistrate assumed he’d misplaced them.

A few days later the murder of the local prefect was reported. The case went before the governor, who was greatly disappointed to learn that evidence was discovered linking Zhang Longyou to the murder: one of his gloves, and a mother of pearl hat knob. The prosecutors presented the evidence to the governor, as well as a possible motive: the magistrate was in line for promotion to the prefect’s position. The governor ordered Zhang Longyou imprisoned, and soon after he was convicted and sentenced to death. 

So far successful, the merchant continued to execute his plan. He visited the magistrate in jail, expressed sympathy for his plight, and told him that for a fee he would arrange his escape. The fee the merchant demanded was the magistrate’s home and his daughter, Jinshuo. He said he would also arrange the means for the magistrate and his wife to flee Yaoba and the province. 

The magistrate told the merchant he wanted to discuss it with his family, who visited him later the same day. They all disliked and distrusted the merchant, and the magistrate, though he knew he was innocent, was inclined to refuse the offer and accept his fate. But his daughter urged her father to accept the offer, saying she would marry the merchant. The magistrate protested – the thought of his daughter marrying the greedy merchant was abhorrent to him. But his daughter finally persuaded him. She told her parents not to worry, that someday she would find a way to leave the merchant, would find out where they had gone and would come to them.

The jailbreak took place that night, done by the same stealthy burglars the merchant had employed before. After the magistrate was set free and returned to his home, the merchant’s men whisked Jinshuo away into the night, barely giving her a moment to say good bye to her parents. The magistrate and his wife quickly packed a few things, and then fled Yaoba on horses that the merchant had provided. 

The magistrate always maintained hope that he might someday return to Yaoba, prove his innocence, free his daughter, and reclaim his home. But fortune changed for Zhang Longyou, and he was forced to live in exile in relatively poverty, making a living by tutoring: teaching young men the classics, how to write with the brush and ink, and how to play the guqin. His wife always assured her husband that she was happy even though they were poor, because they were alive and together. And she always reminded him that someday their daughter would come and they would be reunited. 

But an even greater sorrow for the magistrate was that a year, two years, three years passed, and yet his daughter had not come. They assumed that the greedy merchant kept such a close watch on her that she never had an opportunity to escape. 

“But eventually she did escape,” said Chenghu, as the man paused to pour more tea for everyone. 

“Yes,” said the man, glancing at Chenghu. “You knew.”

“I didn’t know,” replied Chenghu, “but… it just felt to me like that’s what happened.” 

The man nodded and continued with his story. 

A few years after the magistrate had fled Yaoba, the merchant employed a young man named Yang Xiaoping to work at the rice store. Xiaoping came from a peasant family, and he was strong and eager to work hard, so that he could improve his life and take care of his parents.

Occasionally the merchant needed to be away on business. When he was gone his hired thugs were responsible for watching Jinshuo. As long as she showed no signs of trying to escape, the guards let her do as she pleased. She liked to talk with the workers at the rice store, because they were friendly to her, and because it relieved her boredom. 

The first time Jinshuo saw Xiaoping, lifting and stacking heavy sacks of rice in the warehouse, and the first time Xiaoping saw Jinshuo, standing in the entrance to the warehouse staring at him, they both felt their hearts stir. Jinshuo came every day to the warehouse and chatted with Xiaoping. They soon fell in love and confessed their feelings for each other. One day Xiaoping gave Jinshuo a white grain of rice that he had painstakingly written his name on in tiny characters. 

Trusting Xiaoping, Jinshuo told him about her situation, how her father was wrongly convicted of murder, and how she was forced to marry the merchant as part of the deal to save her father. Upon hearing this, Xiaoping grew very angry and vowed to help Jinshuo escape. He told her that when they were free they would go and find her parents, Jinshuo could divorce Wang Manyuan, and she and Xiaoping could get married. 

Jinshuo was afraid for Xiaoping. She told him to not interfere. He could at the very least lose his job, but more likely lose his life. 

But Xiaoping would not be dissuaded. He had a good friend who worked as an assistant cook in the rice store kitchen. One night he persuaded his friend to let him take the guards their dinner. When Xiaoping entered their chamber the guards regarded him suspiciously and questioned him. Xiaoping told them that his friend was very ill and had asked him to help. Xiaoping had put a sleeping drug into each bowl of soup, and soon the guards were fast asleep. 

Taking one of the guard’s swords with him, Xiaoping went to Jinshuo’s chamber. Unfortunately, the merchant had returned early, and was there in the room with Jinshuo when Xiaoping burst in. The merchant grabbed his sword. 

“Sorry!” said Jinshuo to Xiaoping, “I could not warn you.”

“It’s OK,” said Xiaoping, “it’s better that he’s here. Now he can pay for his deeds.” The merchant swore and came at Xiaoping. 

“Run!” yelled Xiaoping to Jinshuo. She hesitated. “Now!” he yelled, just as the swords clashed. Jinshuo ran out of the room. 

Xiaoping and Wang Manyuan fought, and Xiaoping managed to wound the merchant but not kill him. 

Just outside the back gate of the rice store compound, Xiaoping found Jinshuo waiting on a horse that his friend had prepared for them. Xiaoping jumped onto the horse behind Jinshuo and they galloped off. 

As he was being bandaged by servants, the merchant ordered more of his thugs to chase after Xiaoping and Jinshuo and bring them back. He planned to torture and kill Xiaoping, and then punish Jinshuo by locking her in her room for a year. 

The merchant’s men rode fast, but the horse that Jinshuo and Xiaoping were on was a swift stallion. And even though she was a young woman, Jinshuo’s father had provided her with riding lessons, so she knew how to handle a horse and ride fast through a forest. 

The merchant’s men couldn’t catch up with Jinshuo and Xiaoping. But the lead man got close enough to let fly an arrow. The man was on horseback, shooting at a moving target, but there was a bright full moon, and the man was an accomplished archer. The arrow struck Xiaoping in the back and he fell backwards off the horse. 

Jinshuo reined her horse, turned and screamed Xiaoping’s name. They gazed into each other’s eyes for a moment. 

“Ride!” yelled Xiaoping, and then he collapsed on the ground. 

Sobbing, Jinshuo rode off. Though a couple of the merchant’s men rode after her, Jinshuo entered a dense part of the forest and lost them. Fortunately, Xiaoping died quickly, there in the forest, so the merchant lost his opportunity to torture him. 

In the following days and weeks Jinshuo rode from town to town, inquiring about her parents. It took her several weeks, but eventually she found them. She walked into their tiny home as they were sitting down to dinner, and all three cried tears of happiness. 

Though Jinshuo was happy to be reunited with her parents, she lived under a cloud of sadness for a long time after that. She told her parents about Yang Xiaoping, the brave and handsome young man who had rescued her, who had fought with Wang Manyuan, and who was planning to marry her. Her parents were sympathetic, but all they could do was comfort her, and hope that time would heal her wounded heart. 

Not long after Jinshuo escaped from the rice store, a disgruntled employee – and there were many, since the merchant had become a bitter and unpleasant man to work for – went to the new magistrate and said he suspected that Wang Manyuan had orchestrated both the murder of the prefect and the escape of the former magistrate from prison. 

The merchant’s thugs were brought in for questioning, and were persuaded that the magistrate would be lenient with them if they confessed. They confessed that the merchant had indeed hired them to murder the prefect and then spring Zhang Longyou from prison. They also told the magistrate about the deal the merchant had made with Zhang Longyou to acquire his house and his daughter. The magistrate was indeed lenient with the thugs: since they confessed their crimes they were not tortured before they were executed. 

Unfortunately, Wang Manyuan fled from Yaoba before he could be captured. The siheyuan and his rice store were confiscated by the government. After only a few weeks he was found in the western mountains of Sichuan, murdered. The killer was never discovered, but everyone assumed it was another disgruntled former employee. 

Zhang Longyou and Zhang Liran grew old and passed away while in exile, though they were happy until the end to be with their daughter. Jinshuo never remarried. She became a school teacher and taught children in village schools. The years passed, and eventually she also passed away. 

After the man finished talking everyone sat quietly, gazing at their teacups. Throughout the story, Chenghu could not help but glance often at the man’s daughter. Likewise, she found it hard to take her eyes off of Chenghu. Now when he glanced over at her and saw her gazing at him, he saw a tear making its way down her cheek. 

“Xiaoping,” said the young woman softly. 

“What?” said Chenghu.

“Xiaoping,” she said again. “It’s me, Jinshuo.”

For a moment Chenghu could not speak, and he felt the hair on his neck rise. 

“My name is Liu Chenghu,” he finally said. 

“Chenghu,” said the man, “there’s something important I have to tell you. I could not tell you at first, because you didn’t know us, and I didn’t want to scare you.”

“I still don’t know you,” said Chenghu, “though I now know a lot about your ancestors.”

“Yes,” said the man. “Because I told you our story.” 

“Your story?” said Chenghu. “I’m confused.”

“Please relax,” said the man’s wife. She smiled a sweet smile and placed a hand, which felt warm, on Chenghu’s shoulder. Chenghu relaxed. 

“I said I told you our story, Chenghu,” the man continued, “because we are them. I am the magistrate, Zhang Longyou, this is my wife, Zhang Liran, and this is my daughter, Zhang Jinshuo. 

Again Chenghu was speechless for a moment. 

“Then you are all… ghosts,” he stammered. 

“Yes, that’s right,” said the man. “But you need not be afraid.” 

“I don’t feel afraid,” said Chenghu. “Perhaps because you’re all so nice. And you all seem so real… and warm,” he said this while gazing at Jinshuo. Chenghu lowered his eyes, feeling his face grow warm. 

“But there’s more to our story,” continued the man. “We believe our story includes you, Xiaoping.” 

“Why do you all keep calling me that?” said Chenghu, “My name is – ”

“Chenghu,” said the man, “look at Jinshuo.” 

“I confess,” said Chenghu, “that I’ve done nothing but look at her the whole time I’ve been here.” 

“We know,” said the man with a smile. “It’s OK. You have my permission.”

Chenghu gazed at Jinshuo, and she gazed back at him, with a tentative smile on her face. 

“Chenghu,” said the man, “what were the names of Yang Xiaoping’s father and mother?”

“How should I know that?” said Chenghu. 

“We believe you do,” said the man. 

“Then… let me think,” said Chenghu. 

“No, don’t think,” said the man. “Relax your mind and let the memory return to you.”

Chenghu closed his eyes, and after a moment he correctly stated Xiaoping’s parents’ names. 

“But how did I know that?”

“Chenghu,” said the man, “what was the name of Xiaoping’s friend, the assistant cook at the rice store?”

Chenghu closed his eyes again, and after a moment he spoke the man’s name. 

“Yes!” said Jinshuo, nodding her head. 

“Chenghu, listen to me, one more question,” said the man. “What gift did Xiaoping give to Jinshuo on her birthday?”

Chenghu close his eyes. He opened them and looked at Jinshuo, and tears started to fill his eyes. 

“A golden hairpin,” he said, “with a golden butterfly and a pink rose.” He raised his hand and touched the hanging gold chains and tiny butterflies of Jinshuo’s hairpin, the one Xiaoping had given her many years ago. 

“I tried to get up, Jinshuo,” he said, gazing at her with tears in his eyes, “and get back on the horse with you. But it hurt. And I felt cold. And…”

Jinshuo, also crying, leaned over and hugged Chenghu, her face against his, their tears blending. 

“Xiaoping, Xiaoping,” she repeated softly, stroking his hair. “You’ve come home. You’re home, my love.” 

“But how?” Chenghu asked her father, “How can I be both Liu Chenghu and Yang Xiaoping?”

“When a man dies,” said Zhang Longyou, “especially if he dies in an unusual or untimely way, it can take a long time, sometimes many years, before his soul is reborn. But that is what has happened, Chenghu. The soul of Yang Xiaoping was reborn as Liu Chenghu.”

“I think… I feel it’s true,” said Chenghu. “But how did you know this?” asked Chenghu. 

“As far as we know,” replied the man, “there are only three people who can see us: you, an old widow who sells medicinal herbs, and her grandson, who was born deaf and mute – that’s the little boy who brought you back in here. The widow comes here once a week for tea and conversation with us. It was she that told us you would come. She told us the boy would bring you to us.” 

Chenghu nodded and resumed gazing at Jinshuo. Jinshuo reached beneath her clothing and took off a silver chain with a tiny glass vial attached to it. She handed it to Chenghu. Chenghu peered closely at the grain of rice, suspended in water inside the vial. Though the three characters were tiny, he could make out the name ‘Yang Xiaoping’ inscribed in black ink. 

Chenghu now knew who he was, or had once been, and he was overwhelmed with joy and love for Jinshuo. He leaned to kiss her, but stopped, remembering that he was in the presence of her parents. 

“It’s OK,” said Zhang Longyou. “You have my permission.”

Chenghu and Jinshuo kissed and hugged each other tightly. 

“It’s getting late,” said Zhang Liran, “please stay with us tonight.”

Chenghu glanced at his watch and saw that he’d missed the afternoon bus back to Luzhou. And besides, he didn’t want to leave, so he accepted the invitation. 

“I’ll make us some dinner,” said Zhang Liran. “You go with Jinshuo and she’ll show you where you’ll sleep.” 

Jinshuo first gave Chenghu a tour of the siheyuan, including her parents’ bedroom, with its large redwood bed for two. She finally took Chenghu to her bedroom, which also contained a large bed. 

“You’ll sleep here tonight,” she said to him. 

“But this is your room,” said Chenghu. “I don’t want to inconvenience you. Where will you sleep?”

“Here,” replied Jinshuo, with a shy smile on her face. Chenghu’s eyes grew wide and his face grew red. 

“It’s OK,” said Zhang Longyou, who was standing in the doorway, smiling. “You have my permission.” 

Chenghu thought for a moment. 

“With respect, sir. Is there anything for which I don’t have your permission?” 

“Yes,” said Zhang Longyou, “You may never leave us again.”

“OK!” said Chenghu, for he had no desire to ever leave Jinshuo. 

“Go to bed early, you two,” said Zhang Longyou. “You’ll need to be rested for the wedding tomorrow.” 

“Wedding?” said Chenghu. “But, don’t we need to go to some official and – ”

“I’m a magistrate!” said Zhang Longyou. “I can marry you. It will be a small wedding: just us, the widow and her grandson.”

Later, Jinshuo removed the butterfly and rose hairpin from her hair and let her hair down.

“You may not know this custom,” she said as she gave the hairpin to Chenghu. “It’s a pledge – we are engaged.”

Chenghu smiled and set the golden hairpin on the nightstand. 

Jinshuo then turned off the light and crawled into bed next to Chenghu. Chenghu closed his eyes and became Yang Xiaoping, realizing the dream he’d cherished a long time ago. He soon fell asleep with a smile on his face, holding Jinshuo’s hand. 

“Slut!” shouted someone from the corner of the room. Jinshuo and Chenghu sat up in bed, and with their eyes adjusted to the dark they could make out the ghost of Wang Manyuan, glaring angrily at Jinshuo, his sword drawn.

“I’m not your wife anymore, Wang Manyuan,” said Jinshuo to the ghost. “Marriage ends with death.” 

She turned to Chenghu. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. Sometimes he comes to harass me. Usually my father chases him away. He hasn’t been here in a long time, so I thought he’d stopped coming.” 

Chenghu jumped out of bed and grabbed the sword that was hanging on the wall. 

“She never loved you, Wang Manyuan,” he said to the ghost. “And the past is long gone.”

“What?” said the ghost, staring at Chenghu. “Yang Xiaoping? Is that you? I didn’t recognize you. Different face, but same reckless, stupid spirit.” The merchant raised his sword and moved out of the shadows toward Chenghu. 

“Good! Because we have some unfinished business regarding my wife!”

“I’m warning you,” said Chenghu, raising his sword. “A long time ago I only wounded you. But this time I’ll send your soul to Hell and you’ll never roam this earth again.” 

For a few seconds the two men stood, swords raised, glaring at each other. Finally, the merchant threw his head back and barked out a loud laugh. 

“You can have her, you idiot peasant,” he said as he lowered his sword. “She’s barren! Never gave me the son I wanted. Though we certainly tried often, didn’t we, my dear?” He leered at Jinshuo until Chenghu moved toward him. 

“I’m not afraid of you Yang Xiaoping,” said the merchant. “You can’t hurt a dead man.” He sheathed his sword, and after a moment Chenghu lowered his. 

“It seems that fate would have you two together,” said the merchant, “and nothing I can do will keep you apart. Fate had a different plan for me, apparently. I won’t bother you again.” And with that he vanished. 

During the wedding ceremony, everyone dressed in traditional Qing Dynasty robes. Chenghu and Jinshuo spoke words to pay respect to the Jade Emperor, to the family deities, to deceased ancestors, to the bride’s parents, the groom’s parents, the old widow and her grandson, and to each other. At the end of the ceremony the happy couple kissed, and Chenghu put the golden hairpin back into his new wife’s hair. 

Chenghu quit his job in the city, returned to Yaoba and opened a tea house, where he lived with Jinshuo. The locals thought he lived alone, and tourists were amazed that Chenghu by himself could brew such fragrant tea, make such delicious snacks, and prepare and serve it all so quickly for so many guests. 

Every evening he and Jinshuo had dinner at the siheyuan with Zhang Longyou and Zhang Liran. And every Sunday, after drinking tea and chatting with the widow, Chenghu would try to teach the boy how to write some characters, but they would usually end up playing some game of make believe instead. 

Several months later Jinshuo gave birth to a baby girl, who they named Hudie, which means ‘butterfly.’ The widow told Chenghu and Jinshuo that the baby had a beautiful and ‘colorful’ soul. They weren’t sure what she meant, but she assured them it was good. With Chenghu’s permission, the old woman started teaching the child how to ‘see’.

Willow
Gao Yongwei was a poor young man and an aspiring scholar. Because spring had arrived, with the wildflowers blooming and the plum and cherry trees full of blossoms, and because he had recently spent so much time in his home studying diligently, Yongwei longed to sit among flowers and repose beneath the willows. So on Qingming Festival, he went into the forest to gather willow catkins for his porridge. 

 Beside the river, Yongwei found a particularly lovely willow tree to sit under. Its narrow trunk was shaped like the figure of a woman. When he lay on the grass beside the tree and watched its long, hanging branches swaying gently in the breeze, with the wind in the leaves making a soft rustling sound, Yongwei could easily imagine a young woman tilting her head back to gaze into the distance, sighing softly as she thought about her lover who was far away. 

Presently, Yongwei saw a beautiful young woman kneeling beside the river. She held a willow branch in one hand, and in the other she held a slender white vase with a painted green dragon entwined around it. She wore a flowing gown of white silk, with a willow tree embroidered in fine green silk thread. Her long hair was silky black, and on her head was a slender wreath of woven willow leaves and wildflowers. 

Yongwei watched the young women use her willow branch to push aside leaves that had fallen into the stream, and then dip her vase in to fill it with water. With eyebrows liked curved willow leaves, skin the color of a white peach, and her long hair swaying gently in the breeze, she seemed to Yongwei to be the embodiment of spring and the essence of beauty. The moment Yongwei set eyes upon her he fell in love, like a leaf falling into a stream and being carried away by the current.

He approached her and asked her name. She smiled and told him she was Willow.

Unaccustomed to the strange and exhilarating feeling of love, Yongwei didn’t know what to do or say. He offered her the fruit he had brought with him: a peach, a pomegranate, and a finger-lemon. Willow took the peach and the pomegranate, but refused the finger-lemon.

Undaunted, Yongwei offered himself, his love, forever. But this too she refused. 

She told him he must first bring to her the fan of an emperor’s daughter, a lantern lit with glowworms, and a bottle-gourd filled with water from the Jade Pond of the Queen Mother of the West. If he did this, she told him, she would marry him. 

Love makes us believe we can do the impossible, and so Yongwei vowed he would return with the fan, the lantern, and the bottle gourd, and thus he would win her love. Before he left, the women handed him a gift: an endless knot that she had woven from tender willow twigs. 

But as Yongwei walked home to his room and his books, his ink and his brush, he grew increasingly sad, for he knew he was no hero, but only a poor scholar and a poet, and that he could never find the items Willow had asked for. When he arrived at his home he placed the willow twig knot on his window sill, sat down at his writing desk, and wrote a poem. 

His poem was about an emperor’s daughter who one day snuck out of the palace on her own and went to the river to watch the willow branches swaying in the spring breeze. There she saw a handsome young man and she fell instantly in love with him. The young man was also smitten by the beautiful girl; he grabbed a handful of willow leaves and another of wildflowers, and he wove a slender wreath, which he placed upon the girl’s head. 

The young man told the girl that he hoped to become a successful scholar, but that he was so poor he could not afford lamp oil, so he had to study at night by the light of a lantern filled with glowworms. The emperor’s daughter laughed at this, and said perhaps someday she would curl up in bed beside him, and both of them read by the light of his lantern lit with glowworms. 

The young man and the girl sat in the grass beside the river, holding hands, not speaking. And though they felt happy, their joy was darkened by sorrow, because both were thinking that it was hopeless: a poor scholar could never marry a princess. 

When raindrops started to softly fall, they let go of each other’s hands and rose to leave, to return to their different lives and fates. The princess gave the young man her fan to remember her by, and then she left. 

The young man sat alone beside the river for a while, watching the circles on the water as the raindrops fell, and the willow leaves floating by in the slow current. The young man began to cry, his tears falling into the river like raindrops. Suddenly the water churned and foamed and a black dragon arose from the depths, curling and rising upward. The dragon handed the young man a bottle-gourd decorated with arabesques and roses. 

The dragon told the young man that he was a dragon king, that he had seen the young man and the princess together, had seen how much in love they were, and wanted to help them. He said that the Queen Mother of the West had recently ordered the water in her Jade Pond to be drained, so that it could be replaced with fresh rain water. The water was released and it had flowed for several days, just now flowing past the place where the young man sat. 

The black dragon told the young man that the bottle-gourd was filled with this water, and that water from the Jade Pond was sacred and powerfully magical. If it were given to the emperor, he would surely recognize its great value, and would grant any wish the gift-giver should make. 

And this is exactly what happened. The young scholar requested an audience with the emperor and presented his gift. His wish, of course, was to marry the princess. The emperor summoned his daughter, who was surprised and delighted to see the young man. Seeing the love for the young man in his daughter’s eyes, the emperor granted the man’s wish. 

Soon after the wedding the young man, along with his parents, moved into the emperor’s palace. Occasionally, the young scholar would still study at night with his lantern filled with glowworms, because he liked the soft light, and because he didn’t want to forget his past. And often he and the princess would snuggle together in bed, reading by the light of the glowworm lantern. 

When Yongwei had finished his poem he copied it onto fine rice paper and placed it inside a bamboo tube, on which he wrote, “Willow”. He went into the forest and returned to the lovely willow tree where he had rested, and there he looked around for Willow, but she was nowhere in sight. In fact, Yongwei wasn’t sure if he’d really met her or had only dreamed of her. But he smiled, because it didn’t matter. He placed the bamboo tube beside the tree, and thanked her for the gift she’d given him. 

Yongwei then returned to his room and his books, his ink and his brush, his cat and his bird. And there was something else: on his windowsill, beside the endless knot made of willow twigs, there now stood a slender white vase with a green dragon entwined. A single slender willow branch, with several yellow-green catkins hanging on it, had been placed inside the vase. And now Yongwei knew who Willow really was, and knew that he had been blessed. 
The Circle

Qu Ping ran into the house crying – again. When his mother looked him over and saw no cuts or bruises, she assumed that her son had not fallen down, been stung by a bee, or been hurt by a playmate – the things that make normal children cry. More likely he had seen something – like last week’s dead sparrow – or had heard someone singing a sad song, or had woken from a bad dream, or had simply had a thought that had moved him to tears. 

With tears streaming down his face, Ping told his mother that while he was tossing azalea blossoms into the river so that he could watch them float away, he saw an old man dressed in white, carrying a long walking stick, approach the river. The man picked up a large stone, tied it up into his garment and walked into the river. Though he didn’t fully understand, Ping sensed that something terrible was about to happen. He was too afraid to speak, to shout at the man to stop, but he managed let out a single cry. 

When the water was up to his knees, the old man heard a whimper behind him. He turned, gazed at Ping for a moment, and said something. Ping then watched the old man reach out with his free hand, and then disappear under the swiftly flowing green water.

Ping’s mother dried his tears and sat him down at a table with some paper, ink, and a brush, because she knew that when he practiced writing he calmed down. As she watched him she asked herself how such a sensitive child could survive in this world where courage and cleverness are required for men to succeed. 

When she asked him what the old man had said to him, Ping shook his head and said he couldn’t remember. Though she assumed Ping had fallen asleep on the river bank and had dreamed the incident, she sent someone to the river to investigate his story. No one else had seen an old man dressed in white, and no one knew of such an old man. 

“Why do you always look so sad?” his mother asked him as she watched him write. Ping could not answer, because he didn’t know why.

Years later, Ping had forgotten the incident at the river. Despite his mother’s fears, Ping grew up to be a clever and hardworking young man. His earnest will to achieve, plus his sincere wish to serve his country, combined with the advantage of having descended from a branch of the Chu royal clan, allowed Ping to rise quickly and eventually become an official under King Huai of the southern Kingdom of Chu. 

But there was something other than his family credentials, his skills and perseverance that allowed Ping to succeed – a reason that Ping was not aware of. What happened that morning had stayed with Ping, working within the recesses of his mind, affecting his thoughts and actions for the rest of his life. When he had seen the old man about to end his life, Ping’s heart had opened up with innocent compassion. The old man’s final words had easily entered and lodged into Ping’s young mind. Even though he’d forgotten the incident and what the man had said, in every endeavor Ping made as an adult, and whenever he had to make a decision, the old man’s words somehow guided him. 

Qu Yuan, the name that Ping was called at court, became the king’s favorite and his trusted advisor. The king knew he could rely on Qu Yuan to speak frankly, give good advice, and always place the needs of his country above his personal goals and concerns. 

This high regard the king had for Qu Yuan did not go unnoticed by the other ministers, who were keenly interested in catching the king’s eye. When the Kingdom of Qin became hegemonic and threatened to dominate the neighboring kingdoms, including Chu, Qu Yuan advocated a policy of alliance with the other kingdoms, in order to stand up against Qin. 

Unfortunately, the king fell under the influence of the corrupt, jealous ministers. They told him lies and slandered Qu Yuan; told him that Qu Yuan was secretly collaborating with the enemy. They turned the king’s heart against Qu Yuan, and in the end the king banished his most loyal counselor.
Sad and discouraged, Qu Yuan returned to Zigui, his family's hometown, to live out his exile. Seeking solace, he spent much of this time traveling through the countryside, visiting the homes of common people. He envied them and their untroubled, happy lives. As the years passed he became known and loved by the people in his region. 

He especially enjoyed listening to them tell the ancient legends and recite beautiful folk odes. Qu Yuan wrote them all down, rearranged many, and was constantly inspired to write his own poetry, in which he expressed his fervent love for his country, his deepest concerns for its future, his regrets, and his sadness. 

As an old man Qu Yuan lived with a kindhearted woman who cooked for him and took care of him, because in recent years his health had been deteriorating. On the morning after he’d received the news about the Kingdom of Chu, Qu Yuan decided that it was time to go down to the river. When he told the woman he was going for a walk, she asked him if he would like her to accompany him. Qu Yuan declined her offer. 

“Are you sure?” she asked again. The woman could see that Qu Yuan was still upset about the news he’d received the day before: that the city of Ying, the capital of the Kingdom of Chu, had been captured by General Bai of Qin. 

“No,” replied Qu Yuan, “I’d prefer to go alone. Thank you.”

The night before, after hearing the news, Qu Yuan had stayed up late, writing a long poem entitled “Lament for Ying.” Before heading out, Qu Yuan looked over his new poem, decided it was finished and worthy, and then did something unusual: he signed his name on the poem. 

Before heading down to the river, Qu Yuan went on his usual walk. He noticed that recently it took him longer to arrive at the well where he liked to stop and rest. In fact, these days he stopped and rested more often than he used to; he didn’t have the energy he used to when going on long treks through the mountains. 

Qu Yuan sat on the low circular wall and gazed at his reflection in the well water. He hardly recognized the white hair, gaunt cheeks, and sad eyes he saw. 

“Why do you always look so sad?” his reflection asked him. 

“It seems this is a world to be sad in,” Qu Yuan replied. 

“You have it better than most: exiled to your hometown, living amongst friends.”

“My hometown is now part of Qin. I have lost my country.”

As he sat he thought about his poem, “Departing in Sorrow.” He remembered the shock his friends had expressed when seeing that he’d abandoned the traditional four-character verse form, and he smiled at the thought that they all now imitated him. Suddenly Qu Yuan was filled with a yearning to go on a journey through the fantasy landscapes he had described in the poem, and to meet and converse with all the deities and spirits he had invoked. 

“Why is reality not like poetry?” he asked his reflection. But the thin face with its wispy white beard remained silent. 

On the bank of the Miluo River Qu Yuan stopped and set his walking stick against a willow tree. A part of his mind was trying to remember something, but at the same time not knowing what he was trying to remember. 

He bent down and picked up a large, smooth, round stone. The stone was almost too heavy for his frail body to lift, but that was just the kind he needed. He wrapped and tied the stone securely into his white garment. He stepped into the river, and when he did he heard a noise, a child’s whimper. 

He turned and saw a boy on the grassy river bank, gazing at him with fear in his eyes. He recognized the boy, and when he did his heart leaped, and he wanted to run up and hug and comfort the boy. It was Ping – Qu Yuan as he once was, and as he still was. It was himself. 

But he did not move. He gazed at the boy as the cold, real water chilled his feet. At that moment, after lying so many years buried in a corner of his mind, his vision returned. He remembered that day long ago beside the river, the old man dressed in white with the long walking stick. And now the words the old man had spoken came floating up from the depths of his heart to the surface of his mind.

“Listen to your heart,” he said to the boy. He turned and took another step, but then turned back to the boy and said, “Forgive me. I did the best that I could.” 

Qu Yuan turned and faced the river. But now he saw someone at his side. He recognized the man with long gray hair. It was the shaman that he had written about in “Departing in Sorrow,” and he knew the shaman had come to be his guide. Qu Yuan glanced one last time over his shoulder at the boy. He then reached out, the shaman took his hand, and together they set off on a journey to a world that Qu Yuan had only dreamed about. 

Still watching from the river bank, Ping saw the old man smile. 

Lily and the Dragon Boy

One spring day a peasant girl named Lily ran out of her home, climbed on top of a large, flat rock beside the river, sat down and began to cry. She cried hard and long, and then, still crying, she stood up and gazed at the river. The water was high and flowing swiftly due to the spring rains. 

In the river there lived dragon boy named Mist. He had heard Lily’s sobbing and had been watching her, feeling sorry for her. He wanted to go to her, comfort her and ask her if he could help her, but he remembered his father had told him not to meddle in the affairs of humans. 

Then Mist saw Lily fall, or jump, into the river. 

Lily did not know how to swim, and so if she had drowned this would be a very short and sad story, without much meaning. But this story is not a simple tragedy. 

As Lily sank into the water, Mist swam swiftly over to her, grabbed her, and swam with her down to the palace where he lived with his parents, the Dragon King in charge of the river, and his mother the Dragon Queen.

Lily had passed out while sinking into the water. When she awoke she found herself lying on a bed in a chamber of the opulent dragon palace. She gazed in wonder at the dragon boy who had rescued her, the Dragon King, and the Dragon Queen, who were all standing beside the bed, looking curiously at her. So as not to frighten Lily, the dragons all appeared in human form to her. 

“Are you ok?” asked Mist. Lily nodded, too afraid and too shy to speak. 

“My son,” said the Dragon King, “told me that he saw you crying beside the river. And then he said you …”

Lily started to cry again. The Dragon Queen suggested that they have some tea and something to eat first, and then they could talk. 

After she had sipped some tea and eaten some sweet snacks made from seaweed, Lily felt better, and she told the dragons her name and her story. The dragons learned that Lily had run away from home after she overheard her father tell her mother that he wanted to send Lily to an orphanage, give her up for adoption, so that they could have another child – a boy. 

After Lily finished telling her story, Mist was the first to speak. 

“If your parents don’t want you, you can live with us.” He looked up at his parents, and they both nodded. 

“You are welcome to stay with us, dear,” said the Dragon Queen, “for as long as you want.” 

“And if you like it here,” said the Dragon King, “I will adopt you as my own daughter.” 

Lily began to cry again. 

“Why are you crying now, Lily?” asked Mist. “Don’t you want to stay with us?”

“She misses her parents,” said the Dragon Queen. “Let’s leave her alone for a while. She needs time to get used to her new home.” 

And in time Lily did get used to her new home, and even grew to like it very much. Mist and Lily played together every day and became close friends. Out of respect for his friend, Mist took the form of a human boy when with her. But one day Lily asked him to show her his dragon form. Lily was at first startled by the sight of his serpentine body, his scaly skin and claws, and the horns on his head like those of a young stag. But she also noted that as a dragon he was just as handsome as when he appeared as a boy. 

Upon Lily’s request, Mist started to teach her dragon skills, which she was able to master quickly because she was such a clever girl. He taught her how to make it rain – light spring rains, windy downpours, and boisterous storms – and how to make thunder and lightning. He and Lily had fun competing to see who could make the loudest clap of thunder and the longest and brightest streak of lightning. 

Mist told Lily that his father was teaching him how to cause floods, and though he was reluctant to show Lily, because his father had warned him of the dangers of flood making, Lily cajoled him into teaching her. Because they were only novice flood makers, the flood they created was a mild and harmless one: a few large waves that splashed high up on the river bank. 

When the Dragon King learned that they had been playing with floods he was angry at Mist, and threatened to punish him. But Lily told the Dragon King that it was her fault, that she had begged Mist to teach her. Upon hearing this, the Dragon King relaxed and explained to Lily patiently that flood making is an important and powerful dragon skill, and that when he thought she was ready to learn it he would teach her himself. 

One day, Mist taught Lily how to make a narrow column of rain fall on single place, and so they practiced by lighting small fires and putting them out with narrow columns of rain. Suddenly Mist’s rain started pouring down Lily – he claimed it was an accident, but she was not fooled. She retaliated with a heavy downpour on his head, and even managed to throw in some small hailstones. Soon they were both soaked and laughing. As they rested in the sun beside the river, Mist saw Lily staring at the large, flat rock on the opposite bank. 

“Little Phoenix,” said Mist, calling Lily by the nickname he had given her, “I just want you to know that if you ever feel sad again, or if you ever need any help, you can always talk to me. I will help you with whatever difficulty you have, and you never need to think about jumping – ” 

“I didn’t jump,” interrupted Lily. “I fell.” She placed her hand on top of Mist’s hand and squeezed it. “Thank you,” she said, as she gazed at him and smiled. And Lily knew in her heart that she was a lucky girl to have such a true and faithful friend. 

After a year had passed, the Dragon King was in a cloud above the river when he overheard two fishermen talking about the sad fate of Lily, the village girl who had disappeared a year ago, and her heartbroken mother, who had been searching a whole year for her missing daughter. 

When the Dragon King heard this he turned himself into a fisherman, approached the two men, told them he’d heard their conversation, and asked the men to tell him more, saying that he was new to the area and hadn’t heard the story about the missing girl. 

The fisherman told the Dragon King that it was only Lily’s father and his parents that wanted Lily put up for adoption. Lily’s mother didn’t want to, and had angrily told her husband so. And when she discovered that he had a mistress, with whom he was hoping to have a son, she divorced him and moved back in with her parents. Lily’s mother had spent the past year going from village to village, describing her daughter to everyone she met, and asking people if they’d seen her. 

The next day the Dragon King visited Lily’s mother, who he found at the small village shrine, burning joss sticks, kneeling before the Buddha, and praying that he return her daughter. The Dragon King, pretending to be another supplicant, knelt down beside the woman and told her that he was the river’s Dragon King, and that Lily had been rescued by his son and now lived in his palace with his family. Lily’s mother was filled with joy to learn that Lily was alive, and she asked him to take her to her daughter. 

Because he knew that Lily was a sensitive girl, the Dragon King wanted to prepare her. So before telling Lily that he’d brought her mother to the palace, he told her what he’d learned from the two fisherman: that Lily’s mother really loved Lily and had never wanted to give her up, and that she desperately wanted Lily to come home. 

But Lily didn’t believe him, and didn’t want to go home to her mother, because she was happy living with her new family. Though she didn’t say it, Lily knew in her heart the main reason she didn’t want to leave: she dearly loved her brother, Mist, and didn’t want to leave him.  

The Dragon King summoned in Lily’s mother, and Lily immediately saw the love in her mother’s eyes, the love that she remembered seeing before she’d ran away. Her mother knelt before her daughter and apologized to Lily for being careless and making her feel unloved. She told Lily that she loved her very much, and begged her to come home. Lily could tell from her mother’s sincere words that the Dragon King had spoken the truth. 

When it came time for Lily and Mist to say goodbye, both of them were reluctant to let go of each other’s hands, and their eyes were filled with tears. The Dragon King told Lily and her mother that they were always welcome to visit, and so they did: every year during Spring Festival, and again on Mid-Autumn Festival. A few years later, Lily and her mother attended Mist’s wedding – he married a beautiful and sweet sea dragon named Raindrop. 

Lily felt very happy for her friend, but also felt sad, because she loved Mist and had hoped they could be married. But she knew that was impossible; though dragons can make themselves look like humans, they are still dragons. At his wedding, Mist sensed that Lily was sad, and he knew why, because he also loved Lily. He told her to not be sad, and predicted that the next time they met would be at Lily’s wedding. 

But that is not what happened. She and her mother continued to visit the dragons, but Lily did not get married soon. She loved seeing Mist and Raindrop, and enjoyed playing with their daughter, who they had named Lovely Pearl, and she longed to someday have a happy family just like theirs. 

But Lily wanted to wait, to be careful, because she didn’t want just a husband – a boy who just wanted a wife so that he could continue being a boy. Nor did she want a prince or a hero. She wanted something better, something pure: she wanted her marriage to be founded on a simple and deep friendship, and wanted to marry a boy as honest, loyal, and loving as her dear friend Mist. She told herself that unless she found that kind of a friend, she would never marry.

Lily never went again to the large, flat rock beside the river, because she now knew that her life was too precious to throw away, because she knew that she was loved, and because she wanted to always be a true and faithful friend. 

The Sleeping Tiger

In the village of Baka in southern Yunnan, there lived a Hani girl named Meng Yani. The hills surrounding Baka were planted with rubber trees, but there was also a primeval rainforest in a small valley not far from the village, and this is where Yani liked to spend her summer days, wandering through the dense forest, sitting on a log and reading a book of poetry, or simply listening to the birds singing happily.

One day, because she liked to explore, Yani went off the trail that ran through the rainforest. With no path to follow, she made her way slowly through the thick, dark forest. When she entered a small grove of bamboo, she stopped and stared for a long time, not believing what her eyes were seeing. 

“Laohu!” she whispered. 

There in the clearing at the center of the bamboo grove was a gigantic piece of golden amber, and inside the amber was large tiger. The tiger, lying slightly curled up with its eyes closed and head resting on its front paws, reminded Yani of Xiao Mao, her cat, when she slept on Yani’s lap.  

Yani walked slowly around the amber boulder, rubbing her hand on its smooth surface, and thinking about a small piece of amber that her uncle had given her for her birthday. She treasured the gift, but she kept it in a box and rarely took it out to look at it, because the two tiny bees trapped inside, inclined toward each other, with their little antennas almost touching, were destined to never actually touch.

Yani knelt on the ground close to the tiger’s head and gazed at its face. Though it appeared to be sleeping peacefully, she noticed that there was also a thoughtful, or worried look on its face. 

“How did you get in there?” Yani said to the tiger, touching the amber near the tiger’s knitted brow. 

“I’ll tell you,” said a voice, “and perhaps you can help me, and set me free.”

Yani jumped back. She looked all around, but saw no one else nearby. She summoned her courage and moved closer to the amber boulder. 

“You’re alive?”

“Not really,” said the tiger, “but not dead either.” 

The tiger was speaking, yet it still appeared to be sleeping, and the voice that Yani heard seemed to be inside her own head, as if the tiger were speaking directly from its mind to hers. 

“Write the word “tiger”,” said the tiger.
Yani took a pen and small notebook from her backpack and wrote the characters lao and hu.

“Now write “amber”.”

Below the first two characters she wrote two more: hu and po.

“Now what’s in the amber? What’s in the hu of hupo?” asked the tiger. 

“The hu of hupo contains the character hu – tiger,” Yani answered. 

“The characters contain ancient knowledge,” said the tiger.  ““Amber” means “tiger soul.” When a tiger dies its spirit enters the earth and becomes amber.” 

“Oh,” said Yani, “I didn’t know that.” 

“A long time ago,” continued the tiger, “a man entered the forest. He had come down from the Western mountains. I was going to eat him, but when I saw him sitting serenely in the bamboo grove, listening to the birds, sharing his sticky rice with the monkeys, I realized that he was a wise and peaceful man, an enlightened one. I decided to speak to him, and we became friends.”

“We wandered together for many years throughout the Southern mountains, and when he grew tired of walking I let him ride on my back. One day he told me he needed to leave for a while, go into hiding. The times had changed, he said, and the new Emperor had told everyone to not trust people like my friend, to shun them, and even to kill them. I told my friend I would go with him, and he agreed, but the next morning he had left without me.”

“I believe he did so to protect me. Years passed and he never returned, so I assumed the worst. I felt so sad that I came back here to lie down and die. And I did die, but I had apparently absorbed so much of my friend’s powerful qi, his spirit, that after I died my spirit only partially transformed into amber. I have been stuck in limbo, half tiger and half amber, for many years.”

“But what can I do to help?” asked Yani. “How can I set you free?”

“I had a dream,” said the tiger, “in which my old friend returned and said to me that an act of courage will set me free. Also, my friend told me that he is still alive. Now I regret giving up on him so quickly and wanting to die, and when I am free, if I am still alive, I will go and look for him.” 

“I want to help you,” said Yani, “but I am not a very brave girl.”

“Then you can just be my friend and keep me company until a brave person comes along.” 

The next day Yani brought some apples and placed them on top of the amber boulder, as an offering to the ancestors. She burned sticks of incense and prayed to the gods to set the tiger free. Every day she returned and did the same, and every day she would chat with the tiger to keep him company. Yani enjoyed listening to the tiger’s stories about the places he and his friend and been to, and their many adventures. 

While in her home one day, as she was placing some apricots and a book of poetry into her backpack – she was planning to read some poems to the tiger – Yani saw through the window a beggar pass by on the village lane. 

“We have so many apricots,” she said to her mother. “I’ll give some to that beggar.” 

“No!” said her mother, “Don’t go near him.”

“But you’ve told me we should share our food with beggars, sick people, and old people.”

“I know,” said her mother, “and you should. But not him. He’s a leper. You stay away from him. They rarely leave their village up in the mountains. I don’t know why he’s here.” 

Yani said no more and told her mother she was going to the forest. 

“You could catch his disease,” added Yani’s mother, sensing that Yani was not listening to her, “and then you would not be the pretty girl that you are now.” 

Just outside the village gate Yani caught up with the beggar, who had stopped to rest on a flat rock beside the road. Yani noticed that even though it was a hot day, the beggar was wearing a jacket, and he had pulled the hood up over his head. 

“Would you like some apricots?” asked Yani, offering the beggar a handful. The beggar did not raise his head, but only stuck out his hand to take the apricots. Yani saw that there were many lumps and bumps on his hand, that his fingers were bent and blackened, and that several were missing. 

“Thank you,” said the beggar. 

Yani sat down beside him. The beggar raised his head and looked at Yani with one eye. She saw that the skin on his face was covered with large bumps, that one of his eyes didn’t open, and that half of his nose was missing. 

“Do you have a family?” asked Yani. The beggar shook his head slowly. Yani took his gnarled hand and held it in both of her small, soft hands. The beggar looked at her again. 

“Aren’t you afraid?” he asked. 

“Aren’t you lonely?” said Yani. 

A tear came to the old man’s eye and trickled down his bumpy face. Yani took out a tissue and wiped it away. They sat and chatted for a while. The old man told Yani that he had left his village many years ago and had become a wandering beggar. Yani told him about her dream to go to college and become a journalist. When the old man asked her if she also wanted to meet a handsome young man, get married, and have a family, Yani blushed and laughed, and replied that she wanted all that, too. 

“I must go now,” said Yani. “I’m going to the forest to see a friend.” 

The old man nodded. “Be careful,” he said, “there are wild animals in the forest.”

As she started down the road she looked back at the beggar, still sitting on the rock. His head was raised, he’d taken off his hood to enjoy the sunshine, and he was looking at Yani with a smile on his face. 

Yani made her way slowly up the mountain, and when she reached the bamboo grove she stopped and stared. She entered slowly, took off her backpack, knelt beside the amber boulder, and placed her hand on it. She gazed at the empty lump of amber for a long time, her eyes filling up with tears. 

“Thank you,” said a voice from behind her. Yani turned and saw the tiger, who was alive and awake, and had transformed into a white tiger. 

“You’re alive!” said Yani. She hugged the tiger around its neck.

“It seems so,” said the tiger. 

“But I guess you will be leaving now, to look for your friend,” said Yani. 

“I don’t have to,” said the tiger, “He came back.”

Yani raised her head and now saw the old man, the beggar, standing behind the tiger. 

“Where will you go now?” Yani asked them. 

“To my village in the Western mountains,” said the old man. “There is no one left there, but we will return and spent the rest of our days there. You are welcome to visit us any time.”

“Thank you,” said Yani. “And you are welcome to come to my home, too. Here, take the rest of these apricots.” 

She gave the old man the apricots, and then watched her friends disappear into the forest. She then went up to mountain ridge, sat down and looked to the west, and because it was a very clear and sunny day, she was able to catch a glimpse of the snowcapped Western mountains. 

When she got home Yani took out her notebook and started writing a story. She called her story, “The Tiger in Amber.” 

The Tiger in Amber

A long time ago the King of Chu was frustrated because his generals were having a hard time defeating the armies of the neighboring kingdom of Qi, which the greedy king wanted to conquer to expand his own kingdom. One of the king’s ministers mentioned to the king that a Taoist priest had recently come into the city, and word had it that the priest was a sorcerer. The minister suggested that the king use the Taoist, make him cast a spell that would allow the king’s armies to easily defeat Qi. So the Taoist was brought before the king. 

The king first offered the Taoist a great chest full of gold if the priest would help him defeat his enemy. 

“I am honored that you think so highly of my skills,” said the priest, “but I must decline your offer.”

The king, thinking the priest was just being cagey and wanted to bargain, offered him gold, jewels, and his most beautiful concubine. But the priest again declined. 

“I have no need for any of those.”  

The king, a naturally impatient man, became very angry and told the priest that if he did not help him he would be executed. The priest calmly replied that he was not afraid of death, and added that if the king killed him he would not be able to use the priest’s magic to his benefit. The king was about to order the priest executed anyway, but stopped and listened when the priest again spoke. 

“I will help you,” said the priest, “if you promise to grant my single request.”

“What request?” asked the king. 

“You must decree that I shall inherit your kingdom after you die,” said the priest. 

Upon hearing the preposterous demand the king grew angry again and ordered the priest be killed immediately. But just as the priest was being seized and dragged off, the king’s minister whispered into the king’s ear. 

“You could simply have him executed after he helps you with his magic and you have conquered Qi.” The king raised his hand and the priest was brought back before him. 

“Or,” continued the minister, “you could keep him locked in a prison cell and use him whenever you require his magic.” 

The king smiled and spoke to the priest, promising to fulfill his request. He even had a royal decree written up and he signed it before the priest and all his ministers and generals. 

The priest smiled, took his copy of the document, bowed to the king, and said he would return in three days to present to the king and his generals a plan for defeating the King of Qi. The king agreed and added:

“If your magic fails you will be executed.” 

“Agreed,” said the priest with a smile. 

Three days later the Taoist returned to the palace with some men carrying a litter, upon which was a large object hidden underneath a yellow silk cloth. The king impatiently ordered the priest to unveil his magic weapon and explain its use. 

The priest bowed and drew off the cloth, revealing a huge piece of golden amber. The king leaned forward and peered dubiously at what was embedded inside the amber: a fully grown tiger, lying down with its eyes closed. 

“A dead tiger in amber?” said the king incredulously, “And how will I defeat my enemy with that?”

“The tiger within is not dead,” said the priest, “but is only sleeping. I have cast a spell on it to make it sleep and appear dead. I then cast another spell to entomb it in amber. To defeat the King of Qi, you need simply give him this as a gift, saying to him that you wish to call a truce and live in peace with him.”

“But I don’t wish that!” said the king. 

“After your enemy has accepted the gift I will remove the spells and release the tiger. The tiger will be ravenous from having slept so long without eating – he will quickly devour Qi and his generals. After that you can easily conquer his leaderless kingdom.”

The king smiled and glanced at his minister, who was also smiling. They liked the priest’s magic weapon, and best of all, they were getting it for free. 

The very next day the tiger in amber was delivered by envoy to the King of Qi. The king was wary at first, suspecting trickery, but after his generals examined the huge piece of amber and declared it strange but harmless, the king accepted Chu’s overture of peace. 

The King of Chu then waited for the Taoist’s plan to unfold. But several days passed and his spies in Qi reported that the tiger had not been released. The king was furious; he ordered the immediate execution of the priest. But even though the king had locked the priest within a palace chamber, when the chamber was opened it was found to be empty. The city was searched but the priest was not found. 
Enraged, the king ordered the all-out invasion of the Kingdom of Qi. Strangely, his armies met with no resistance, and his generals found the Qi palace empty. The King of Qi, his family, his generals, and his armies and all apparently left. The King of Chu and his generals laughed at this show of cowardice. They celebrated their easy victory with an opulent banquet in the conquered king’s palace. 

“We defeated Qi as easily as killing a sleeping tiger,” said the King of Chu, gesturing toward the tiger in amber, which the King of Qi had abandoned. His generals laughed, and one of them threw a cup at the giant piece of amber, staining it with blood-red wine. 

“Sleeping or awake,” boasted the general, “we still would have killed this tiger!” 

While everyone was shouting in agreement, the large piece of amber suddenly liquefied, becoming a golden pool around the tiger. A moment later the tiger opened its eyes and stood up. The general who had thrown his cup of wine backed up and tried to draw his sword, but the tiger pounced on him and killed him with one swipe of his sharp claws. 

The king’s generals scrambled to their feet, shouting wildly, but in their drunken stupor they were slow to react, and so were also quickly dispatched by the tiger. The king’s minister screamed and ran away, leaving the king cornered by the tiger. The king drew his sword and then gasped when he saw the tiger transform into the Taoist priest, who also drew his sword. 

The king cried out and lunged at the priest. The priest leaped, somersaulting in the air, and landed behind the king. He then used his sword to knock the king’s sword out of his hand. He backed the king up to the wall, his sword point at the king’s belly. 

Just then a peasant entered the hall, pushing before him at sword point the escaped minister. 

“He didn’t get very far,” said the young man, who was really the Taoist priest’s disciple. 

The next day the King of Qi, his family, generals and armies all returned from their hiding place in the mountains. The Taoist and his disciple were called before the king. The king addressed the priest as his friend and thanked him profusely. He then asked the priest what he would like in return for helping him defeat the King of Chu. 

The priest replied that he and his disciple needed nothing, but that he wished to present to the king a gift in celebration of his victory, and to inaugurate the start of his rule over the kingdom of Chu. At the priest’s signal a litter was carried into the hall, and the priest drew off the red silk cloth covering a large object. 

The king and his generals drew close and peered at the large piece of amber, within which sat the former King of Chu and his minister. 

“With their eyes open like that,” said the king, “they almost seem alive.”

“They are,” said the priest, “and they can see and hear all that happens around them. I can release them whenever you want me to.” 

“That won’t be necessary,” said the king. 

When the king asked the priest how he had managed to fool the King of Chu, the priest replied that he had cast a spell on his disciple to make him appear like himself, and that it was his disciple, posing as the priest, who had presented the tiger in amber to the King of Chu. 

The Taoist priest accepted a string of copper coins from the king, and the next day he and his disciple wrapped up their meager belongings in square cloths, attached the cloths to wooden poles that they carried on their shoulders, donned wide-brimmed straw hats, and set out on foot toward the rising sun. 
The Walnut Demon

Wang Yanchao lived with his wife and his son in the mountain village of Hetaozhen in Yunnan Province, making a modest living growing walnuts in his orchard. He could not say how many generations of his family had been walnut growers, but when guests came to his home Yanchao would dig out an old book, and from the book he would pull out a purchase order for walnuts from a Ming Dynasty magistrate. 

Yanchao was not happy about being in the hospital right before harvest time, but it could not be helped. The surgeon had recommended surgery, rather than using a laser beam to blast the kidney stone to bits, because he hadn’t ruled out a tumor, and because of the stone’s unusual size and shape. “Roughly the size of a large walnut,” the surgeon had told Yanchao and his wife. 

Before going into surgery, Yanchao reminded Wang Anqi, his wife, to check the walnut trees every day, and to begin harvesting on the day that at least seven magpies alighted in the grandfather tree, the largest and oldest tree in the orchard. The first thing Yanchao asked his wife after waking up from surgery was, “How many magpies?” 

Yanchao saw the demon the first night after surgery. He was standing at the foot of the bed, a leering-grimace on his sallow face, staring at Yanchao with his red-rimmed eyes. His gnarled hands ended in bony fingers and long fingernails. In one hand he rolled two walnuts together, making an unsettling grinding-clicking sound. 

Yanchao knew the demon wasn’t real, but he certainly didn’t want him hanging around his bed, leering at him. Not wanting to worry his wife, or give her a reason to call him crazy, Yanchao didn’t tell her that there was a demon, rolling walnuts in the palm of his hand, standing at the foot of his bed. When a nurse came in Yanchao felt relieved, thinking the demon would vanish. But he didn’t move, and the nurse just walked right through him. As if sensing Yanchao’s disappointment, the demon’s lip curled up in a sneer. 

As night came the surgery ward started to quiet down, and his wife settled down on a cot beside his bed. Yanchao felt extremely tired and wanted to sleep, but when he closed his eyes the walnut-rolling demon became more vivid, and closer. At one point Yanchao started to drift off to sleep, but woke himself up suddenly when he felt someone sit on the bed beside him, and saw the demon’s hideous face only centimeters away. His rancid breath almost made Yanchao wretch. 

Yanchao was not a highly educated man, but was not very superstitious, either. He knew that he was just hallucinating because of the lack of food and the morphine dripping into his vein, but the sight of the demon frightened him more than he’d ever been frightened. He felt like a child that could not wake himself up from a nightmare.

So he tried to stay awake, tried to keep his eyelids from dropping, even resorting to holding them open with his fingers. The hospital had become nearly silent; there was only the humming of some machinery, the soft breathing of his sleeping wife, and the terrible, relentless sound of rolling walnuts. When Yanchao tried to change his position and the pain of his surgery caused him to let out a moan, he saw the demon bare his greenish-white teeth with a mocking smile. 

In the morning the demon was gone, and despite the sounds of the surgery ward coming to life, Yanchao relaxed and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. He hadn’t slept long when he was awakened by a nurse. She and the chief surgeon were standing at his bedside, with serious expressions on their faces. Yanchao took hold of his wife’s hand and braced himself for bad news. 

“Mr. Wang, you’re probably not going to believe this,” began the surgeon. 

“It’s cancer!” Yanchao blurted out.

“No, not at all!” said the surgeon. “Your body is fine. It was just a kidney stone. But, the thing is, it wasn’t really a kidney stone, it was a walnut.”

“A what?”

“Yes, I know that sounds strange. I’m as baffled as you are. We had it tested, and it appears to be a very old walnut, possibly over two hundred years old.” 

“My husband had an old walnut in his kidney?” asked Wang Anqi.

“Yes,” replied the surgeon. “It’s a pity you don’t have one in your left kidney as well, Mr. Wang. As you may know, investors are starting to pay big money for these cultural artifacts, but they’re interested only in pairs.”

“One collector recently paid 30,000 yuan for a pair of old walnuts,” added the nurse with a nod.

Before leaving the city Yanchao and his wife visited a walnut dealer, who examined Yanchao’s reddish-brown, highly polished walnut, and appraised it as “museum quality,” telling Yanchao that if he had the other walnut the pair might be worth 40,000 yuan or more. Yanchao purchased a small box covered in golden silk brocade, with fine yellow silk lining the inside, as well as two walnut-shaped depressions; his antique walnut fit neatly into one of them. 

“Where’s Xiaoyang?” said Yanchao, after returning home and placing the brocade box next to the book containing the Ming Dynasty purchase order. 

“In the orchard,” replied Anqi. 

“Harvesting or playing with his sword?” asked Yanchao. 

“He’s really good with that sword, you know,” said Anqi. “Relax. Yesterday there were only four magpies in the grandfather tree. And, he’s been busy.”

“Busy? What busy?” 

“You should listen to him more,” said Anqi, “You know more about growing walnuts than him, of course, but he spent four years at China Agricultural University, and now he wants to try some new – ”

“Shit! What did he do?” interrupted Yanchao. 

“You go have a look,” said Anqi. “I think it’s good that he experiments a little. Even if he fails he can learn from his mistakes.” 

“Experiment? Those trees are our livelihood,” said Yanchao, throwing on his jacket and rushing out the door. 

At China Agricultural University, while the other boys were playing basketball or computer games, Wang Xiaoyang was spending extra time with the PE teacher who taught tai chi and tai chi sword. After he graduated, Xiaoyang returned to his village and helped his father in the orchard, in his free time practicing tai chi sword in the shade of the walnut trees. 

Yanchao entered the orchard and found is son in the middle of a tai chi set, twirling and jabbing his sword in the air. Though he wanted to interrupt and ask about his son’s experiment, Yanchao watched and waited until he was finished. 

How did it look?” asked Xiaoyang, after finishing the set. 

Not bad,” said Yanchao, leaving unsaid his feelings of admiration and pride. 

Dad! Come check this out,” said Xiaoyang, pointing at a nearby young walnut tree. 

Yanchao approached the tree and stared for several seconds at a messy sight: a branch that in one place was wrapped in clear plastic tape, with black tar paint oozing out from underneath the tape. 

“What do you think?” asked Xiaoyang. 

“Looks like a mutilated tree,” said Yanchao with a sigh. 

“No, it’s fine,” said Xiaoyang. “That’s called a whip and tongue graft, we learned how to do it in school. I grafted a J. hindsii, with high resistance to Phytophthora and root fungus, onto one of our J. regia trees.” 

“Uh huh,” said Yanchao. “And where did you get a J. hin-what’s-it?”

“J. hindsii – Hind’s black walnut – it’s from California. I bought it online through Amazon.” 

“Great,” said Yanchao, as he started to make calculations in his head about how the loss of a tree would affect next year’s harvest. “Go count the magpies,” he said to his son. 

As his son left to check on the grandfather tree, Yanchao climbed a wooden ladder under a nearby tree to examine the walnuts on the upper branches. 
“You could retire early,” said a voice. Yanchao turned and saw the demon, sitting on a thick branch of the tree, rolling two walnuts in the palm of his hand, gazing at Yanchao with his black eyes. 

“I’m awake,” said Yanchao, “and you’re not real.”

The demon reached up, yanked a walnut off the tree, and bit hard into the green, leathery husk, making a loud cracking sound as his teeth cracked open the shell within. Having easily bitten an un-husked, unshelled walnut neatly in half, he threw away the other half, and then swallowed what was in his mouth – husk, shell, meat and all. 

“Listen to me,” said the demon. “What you brought home from the hospital is no ordinary walnut, and if you had the other one, that pair would be worth a fortune. I can help you, Wang Yanchao. I know where the mate is. Come with me, and I’ll help you get it.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” said Yanchao. 

“Of course you’re not,” said the demon, “because I’m your friend. We’re partners, Wang Yanchao – treasure hunting partners.”

Yanchao thought about the money, and how he could use it to make some badly needed repairs on his old house, to let his son continue studying and become a university professor, and to buy for his wife a new coat and a computer, so that that she could keep in touch with her sister in America. 

“Where do we need to go?” he finally asked the demon. 

The demon threw down one of the walnuts he’d been rolling in his palm. When the walnut struck the tree there was a loud crack, a flash of green light, and the trunk split open at the base of the tree. 

“First go home and get the box,” said the demon. “You’ll need it after we retrieve the mate.” 

When he returned with the small brocade box in his jacket pocket, the demon was standing next to the dark opening in the tree. 

“Follow me,” said the demon, and he disappeared down the hole. Yanchao hesitated for a moment, and then followed him in. 
For a while the descent seemed to Yanchao like nothing more than a tunnel into the earth: all was dark, damp, cold, and musty smelling. With the pale light of his mobile phone he could see tree roots, rocks, worms, and a curious mole, which was cautiously nosing his way out of a hole in the tunnel wall. Yanchao had no trouble keeping up with the demon, because the demon held up before him the other walnut he’d been rolling, and now it glowed with a dim red light. 
The demon suddenly turned right into a tunnel that split off from the main tunnel.  When he came to a T-intersection and turned left, Yanchao had the presence of mind to start memorizing the turns, remembering that Diyu – Hell – was said to be a labyrinth. 

After making several turns and descending several sets of stairs, Yanchao and the demon entered a large hall that reminded Yanchao of a typical hospital in China, with many people coming and going, waiting in long lines, sitting on benches, or pleading with workers behind counters. After a moment Yanchao realized that all the people he was seeing had already died, some from horrible injuries or afflictions. 

A man with blood all over his face was helping a man whose spine was bent at an unnatural angle. A white-faced woman, her hair and clothing soaking wet, was shivering and muttering something with her blue lips as she tried to fill out a registration form. A man with bloody stumps instead of hands was doing his best to help shove intestines back into the gaping hole in his friend’s belly. A man holding his detached head was waiting in line behind a woman who was wearing a white hospital gown that was bloody from the waist down, and was holding a lifeless infant. 

Yanchao followed the demon through the hall and entered a long corridor. As they continued down the corridor Yanchao glanced into the rooms on either side, which seemed to be either examination rooms or small courtrooms. He wasn’t sure if the various demons and the people within the rooms were doctors examining and treating patients, or were judges hearing evidence and meeting out punishment. 
In one room a shirtless, lumpy-blue skinned demon with red tattoos, wielding a club with sharp spikes, was pushing an unhappy man with a chain around his neck and a shackle board around his wrists. They stopped in front of a red-bearded, yellow-eyed judge, who glared at the unfortunate man. 

In the same room sat a woman, receiving a transfusion, listlessly staring at the drip bag filled with a greenish-gray liquid, and occasionally noticing the tiny flashes of silvery, eel-like creatures within the bag. 

In the opposite room, a man stood naked with his hands against the wall, as two female demons wearing white uniforms, using the man’s butt as their target, threw syringes as if they were darts. 

“Say Ah,” said a red-skinned demon with long canine teeth that curved upward out of his mouth, as he held a knife poised over a man’s tongue, which the demon had grabbed and pulled out to three times its normal length. 

Nearby a bald, pointy-eared demon was adjusting a device with iron plates that were squeezing flat a woman’s breast, while another demon held before the woman a bowl filled with a fuming, sulfurous liquid, which he was trying to make her drink. 

The double doors of the last room in the corridor were closed, but the demon pushed them open and led Yanchao through what resembled an operating room. A naked man, with a very frightened look on his face, was hanging upside-down in the center of the room. Nearby a purple-skinned demon and a green lizard-headed demon chatted and laughed as they used whetstones to sharpen their large knives. 
After a descent down several more flights of stairs they entered another long hallway, and the demon lead Yanchao into one of the courtrooms. A man with a thick black beard, sitting behind a desk on a dais, looked up when they entered the room. 

“He is a Yama King,” the demon explained to Yanchao, “a judge of one of the ten courts of Hell.”

“But why have you brought me to a court of Hell?” asked Yanchao. “I haven’t died. Have I?”

“Is this him?” the judge asked the demon. The demon nodded and smiled obsequiously. “On your knees!” bellowed the judge. The demon quickly dropped to his knees. 

“Not you!” said the judge to Yanchao, who had also started to kneel. “No, you have not died, Wang Yanchao. I sent this demon to bring you here. I have something to tell you.” 

The judge reached into the pocket of his red robe and placed on the desk before him a reddish-brown, highly polished walnut. He then explained that the walnut was the mate of the one that had turned up in Yanchao’s kidney. The walnuts originally belonged to a Taoist sorcerer who had gifted them to the Yama King, as a way of thanking the judge for favoring his younger sister with a favorable rebirth, because she had died an accidental death while still young; she had been bitten by a poisonous snake while planting rice. 

The demon kneeling beside him, Yanchao learned, had found out about the precious walnuts and had stolen them from the Yama King. Another demon informed the judge, but when the demon-thief was caught it was discovered that he’d accidentally lost one of the walnuts. The lost walnut, by a circuitous path of fate, had accidently gotten lodged into Yanchao’s soul as he was being reborn, finally being rediscovered in Yanchao’s kidney. 

“After the theft of the walnuts,” the Yama King concluded his tale, “this demon’s punishment was to be my servant. When I recently learned of the missing walnut’s whereabouts, I dispatched him to find you and bring you here.” 

Yanchao thought about all this for a moment. He took out the brocade box from his jacket pocket, approached the judge and set the box on the desk before him. 

“Here it is,” said Yanchao. “I hope, Your Honor, it was not spoiled from being inside my kidney.”

The judge opened the box, placed the second walnut into the yellow silk next to the first one, closed the box and pushed it back toward Yanchao. 

“Treasures should be passed on,” said the Yama King. “Now they are yours.”

“But,” said Yanchao, “they were a gift to you.”

“Yes, but I’m sure that the Taoist, were he still alive, would agree that the first walnut came to you not by mere accident. For what reason I do not know, but I’m certain you were meant to have them both, Wang Yanchao.” 

Yanchao bowed to the Yama King, and stuffed the box back into his jacket pocket. 

“Now it’s time for you to return to your family and your orchard,” said the Yama King. “This demon will escort you back up. I hope your visit wasn’t too unpleasant. What do you think of our Hell?” 

“It’s… efficient,” replied Yanchao. 
“Well, we do our best down here. If you happen to run into any deities or immortals, please put in a good word for us.” 

“Yanchao nodded, bowed again to the Yama King, and then followed the demon back out into the corridor. 
They passed back through all the levels of Hell, making their way upward through the dark, damp tunnel through the earth, the demon again leading the way with his glowing red walnut. 
Yanchao stopped for a moment to peer into the hole where he’d seen the mole, wondering if it was still there. Suddenly a cold hand closed tightly over his mouth, and before he could react the demon had pushed Yanchao face down onto the floor of the tunnel. Yanchao couldn’t free his hands to fight, because the demon, with a single large hand, was tightly gripping both of Yanchao’s wrists. The demon was bigger and heavier than Yanchao, and with his sharp, bony knee pressing onto his back, Yanchao feared the demon would break some ribs or even his spine. 
“First,” said the demon, “there’s this!” he said as pulled out the brocade box from Yanchao’s jacket pocket. He set the box aside and drew out a knife that he had concealed in his clothing. He held the shiny knife down so that Yanchao could see it.  
“It’s too bad,” said the demon, “that they threw away your kidney in the hospital. Because I love the taste of human kidney. Fortunately, you have two. And, as I’m sure you know, kidney is much fresher and tastier if it’s taken out while you’re alive. Our treasure hunting partnership is about to end.” 
The demon yanked aside Yanchao’s jacket and shirt, exposing his back. Yanchao cried out when he felt the sharp knife blade touch his skin. 

Suddenly the demon’s head flew off his shoulders, careened off the tunnel wall, and came to rest not far away, still staring and leering at Yanchao. The demon’s grip loosened and his body collapsed to the tunnel floor. Yanchao rose up and gazed with amazement at his son, who was still poised, his tai chi sword raised, black blood dripping off the blade, just in case the demon needed more. 
As he helped his father up, Xiaoyang explained that he had returned to tell him about the magpies in the grandfather tree. When he saw the hole in the tree trunk, with his father’s pruning shears nearby, he grabbed his sword and entered the hole, thinking that his father had fallen in. 
Yanchao retrieved the brocade box, and told his son about how he had agreed to go with the demon to find the other walnut. As they returned to the orchard, Yanchao described what he’d seen in Hell. When they emerged into the sunlight, Yanchao took out the brocade box and showed his son the pair of ancient walnuts. 
“If they were formerly owned by a Taoist sorcerer,” said Yanchao, “they probably absorbed some of his qi, his magical powers. Don’t you think? In any case, these should be worth a lot of money.” 
“I think,” said Xiaoyang, after listening patiently to his father, “that you should be more careful, you should not listen to demons, and that there are things in this world more precious than magical walnuts.” 
Yanchao thought about this for a moment, and then nodded. He put his arm on his son’s shoulders and pulled him close to his side. 

That’s some good advice,” he said. “Now let’s go look and see how that graft of yours is doing. Maybe you could teach me how to do it.” 
The Bow Maker
Though still a young man, Bai Jingyu was already well known as a master bowyer – a bow maker. In fact, people came from far away to purchase Jingyu’s handmade bows, or to place an order for a custom made a bow. Though Jingyu was candid about the materials he used to make his strong and lightweight bows, he kept secret the proportions and his techniques. 

Besides being a renowned bow maker, Jingyu was also an accomplished archer. He was modest about his skill, and rarely took part in archery competitions. Yet the local noblemen and magistrates had learned of his great shooting skill, and so they often sent their sons to study archery under Jingyu’s tutelage. 

With his busy life as a bow maker and archery teacher, Jingyu had little time for anything else, including finding a wife. At times Jingyu would deliver a custom made bow to a magistrate’s home, or go to a duke’s mansion to give lessons to his son. On some of these occasions his patron would introduce his unmarried daughter to Jingyu, hoping the young man would take a liking to her. They did this because they genuinely wanted to thank Jingyu, and also because having a bow maker in the family would be both prestigious and convenient.

Though he had often been commissioned to make bows for high noblemen and magistrates, Jingyu was surprised when a messenger from the king came into his workshop. The messenger told Jingyu that the king had learned of his reputation, and that he wanted Jingyu to make a beautiful bow – a bow that was strong and also a work of art – for the king to give as a birthday gift to one of his children. The messenger gave Jingyu a short list of inscriptions and designs that needed to be on the bow, and told Jingyu to decide the other details about the bow’s composition, size, and shape. 

Jingyu canceled all his archery lessons, took no new orders for bows, and began working on the king’s bow. He stayed in his workshop, started working at sunrise, and sometimes worked late into the night, constructing the bow from the very finest materials. For the bow he used a mulberry wood core, with fresh cut bamboo laminated on the back, one-year old dried bamboo on the belly, glued together with vegetable glue, and finished with stains and lacquer made from tree sap, plant roots, and minerals. The bowstring was made of the finest silk and flax linen. 

Using jade and mother of pearl, Jingyu created exquisite inlays on the back of the bow. The upper limb decoration was of a narcissus, some stones, and bamboo, symbolizing the blessing: The immortals wish you long life. The surface of the lower limb was decorated with eight symbols, representing the Immortals: a fan, a sword, a bottle gourd, a set of clappers, a flower basket, a bamboo cane, a flute, and a lotus. 

When the bow was finally finished, Jingyu went to king’s palace to present it to the king personally. The king marveled at the fine craftsmanship, and heaped praise upon Jingyu for creating such a beautiful and powerful bow. 

“The bow,” said Jingyu to the king, “is rather hard to string, but I’m sure your son is a strong young man and will have no trouble.”

“I’m sure she won’t,” said the king with a smile. 

Confused, Jingyu watched as the king then summoned a finely dressed young woman into the room and gave her the bow, wishing her a happy birthday. He then introduced Jingyu to his daughter.

Both Jingyu and the princess bowed to each other. The princess greeted Jingyu with a shy smile, and for a moment Jingyu was too speechless to reply – not just because he was surprised to see a young woman receiving a bow as a birthday gift, but also because the princess was a very beautiful young women. 

“She already shoots well,” said the king, “but Xiaoyuan would like to improve her skills. Bai Jingyu, I am aware of your reputation as an archer as well as a bow maker, and so I would like you to live for a while here in the palace and be my daughter’s archery tutor. I will also provide you with workshop where you can continue to make bows.” 

“I would be honored to so serve you, your majesty,” said Jingyu, as he stared into Xiaoyuan’s pretty dark eyes, thinking to himself that her name, which means Little Beauty, was appropriate. 

Jingyu was so captivated by the princess that he didn’t notice the minister who had come up beside him and was trying to hand him a bag of silver coins, payment for the bow. The minister nudged Jingyu, and Jingyu, with a red face, took the money. Xiaoyuan giggled and first thanked her father for such a wonderful birthday gift, and then thanked Jingyu for making the most beautiful bow she’d ever seen. 

The king was right: Xiaoyuan, though in appearance a petite young woman, was strong, and was able to easily string the bow. Jingyu gave Xiaoyuan archery lessons every morning, teaching her how to position her feet, how to grip the bow, at what height to nock the arrow on the bowstring, how to draw the bowstring with just the thumb, how far to draw the bowstring, and how to follow through by letting the bow spin in the bow hand and extending the draw arm gracefully after release. 

In the afternoons Jingyu and Xiaoyuan rested in one of the many pavilions in the vast garden, drinking tea and eating fruit and nuts, reading and writing poetry, or talking about the differences between the life of a princess and the life of a bow maker. Or they simply watched the breeze make the clouds skip across the sky, and listened to the myriad birds in the trees. 

As time passed, Jingyu and Xiaoyuan grew very fond of each other. One day, as Xiaoyuan was drawing the bow and aiming, Jingyu came up behind her and took hold of her left hand with his, showing her how to adjust her grip on the bow. With his right hand he changed the position of her thumb to better draw the string, leaving his hand covering hers. A slight breeze made her soft, long hair brush against his face.

“Wait,” he said. “Wait until you sense the right moment to release the arrow.”

He felt Xiaoyuan’s body tremble slightly as she pulled the bowstring back to her ear, farther than she usually did. He also felt her body lean backwards and press lightly against his. 

“Wait,” he said again. “Wait.”

Suddenly Xiaoyuan released the arrow, and at the same moment she turned her head and kissed Jingyu. She laughed at Jingyu’s surprised look and red face, and then ran to collect her arrows from the target. 

One day the king announced that an archery contest would be held in the palace garden. On the day of the contest, the contestants were given time to practice before the competition started. The king pointed out to Jingyu two handsome young men, who he said were the sons of dukes, and he asked Jingyu to give them some pointers. 

Though the first young man’s archery skills were already very good, Jingyu was able to help him, suggesting that he not let the bow spin so much after releasing the arrow. The man seemed a little disappointed that Jingyu wasn’t impressed by his flourish, saying that he thought this elaborate follow-through expressed power. He thanked Jingyu for the advice, and confided to him that he hoped to win the contest and thus win the hand of the king’s daughter in marriage. 

The man’s words surprised Jingyu. When he questioned the man he learned that he was the son of the Duke of Ning, and that both his father and the Duke of Rong, his uncle, had asked to the king to let one of their sons marry the princess. The king had promised the two dukes that he would give his daughter to the winner of the archery contest. 

The Duke of Rong’s son, who Jingyu helped next, confirmed what the Duke of Ning’s son had said, adding that though he loved his cousin, he hoped he would win the contest and the princess. 

“I wonder what the princess wants,” said Jingyu. 

“What?” asked the young man, as if not understanding. 

“Never mind,” said Jingyu. He proceeded to give the man some pointers, suggesting to him that he not make such a grand flourish with his draw arm after releasing the arrow. Like his cousin, the young man was somewhat disappointed that Jingyu didn’t like the unique style of his follow-through, which he regarded as an expression of elegance. 

Minutes before the start of the contest, Jingyu found Xiaoyuan and told her what he had learned. She had no idea that her father had made such a promise to the dukes, and the news upset her. 

“I don’t want to marry either of them,” she said. 

“The House of Ning and the House of Rong are noble and wealthy families,” said Jingyu. “Either of them could give you a life befitting of a princess.”

“I love you,” said Xiaoyuan, “and I know that you love me.”

“I’m a bow maker, not a nobleman’s son,” said Jingyu. 

They were interrupted by Xiaoyuan’s maid, who informed Xiaoyuan that the contest was about to begin, and that the king wanted her to join him in the viewing stand. 

After Xiaoyuan sat beside the king, the king stood up. 

“Noble archers and honored guests!” said the king. “Confucius said: ‘A refined person has no use for competitiveness. Yet if he cannot avoid it, then let him compete through archery!’ We here are all refined people, but let the competition begin!”

Jingyu moved to one side of the viewing stand to watch the contest. The Duke of Ning’s son went first. His aim was good and all his arrows landed within the red circle in the center of the target. Jingyu smiled when he saw that the young man, ignoring his advice, let his bow spin wildly after releasing each arrow. 

The Duke of Rong’s son also did very well, and also ignored Jingyu’s advice, including in his follow-through an elaborate waving of his draw arm after each shot. 

All eyes were on the third contestant who stepped up to shoot. The man was unknown to the king and everyone present, and he was handsomely dressed in black silk with a red sash. Jingyu could tell at a glance that the archer’s black, composite bow consisted of a wood core – bamboo or Siberian elm – and was layered with ox tendon on the back and water buffalo horn on the belly. 

As he watched the man nock a black arrow with bright red fletchings, Jingyu predicted another high score; the man’s stance, his firm grip on the bow, and how he drew the bowstring easily past his ear, indicated that he was an experienced archer. What Jingyu couldn’t understand, however, was why the man’s eyes kept shifting, rather than focusing steadily on the target. 

Suddenly the archer’s body twisted and with a loud Twang! the arrow flew – straight toward the king! But the arrow never reached its target, because a second arrow flew in from a right angle and knocked the black arrow out of the air, both arrows dropping to the ground in front of the viewing stand, a few feet away from the king. 

For a second the archer stared amazed at Jingyu, who was already drawing a second arrow. The archer turned and ran, but before he’d gone far Jingyu’s second arrow hit him in the back of the leg. The archer cried out and fell, but jumped up and started running again. Jingyu’s third arrow, hitting the man’s other leg, brought him to the ground, and the king’s guards were able to grab him and drag him away. 

When the archer was interrogated it was learned that he was an assassin sent by the king of a neighboring kingdom. The aggressor’s plan had been to first eliminate the king and then invade and take over his kingdom. 

“With only three arrows you saved my life and captured the assassin,” said the king to Jingyu. “How can I repay you?” 

Jingyu bowed and replied that he was only doing his duty, and that he wanted nothing. 

“Father,” said Xiaoyuan. “There is something he wants.” Both the king and Jingyu looked at Xiaoyuan – the king with curiosity, Jingyu with apprehension. 

“He wants to marry me,” said Xiaoyuan, “because he loves me. And I love him and want to marry him.”

Although the king was surprised by his daughter’s confession, he was actually pleased to hear it, because he had come to like Jingyu, and to have him as his son-in-law would have pleased him very much.  

But the king remembered his promise to the two dukes, so he refrained from showing his true feelings and maintained a stern countenance. After a moment’s thought, he made a proposal. 

“Let Bai Jingyu, Master Ning, and Master Rong compete – the winner wins my daughter.”

Jingyu nervously agreed, still not totally sure that he was not going to be imprisoned and executed for falling in love with the princess.

Xiaoyuan smiled when she heard her father’s proposal, because she knew that Jingyu could easily beat the sons of the dukes. 

“Father,” said Xiaoyuan. “Please let there be one more contestant in this contest.”

“Who?” asked the king. 

“Me,” replied Xiaoyuan. “If I win, I myself will choose my future husband.”

“Agreed,” said the king with a slight smile. 

The two princes shot first, their arrows both landing with the inner red circle of the target, close to the center black dot.
Jingyu shot next, and his arrow hit the black dot at the dead center of the target.
Xiaoyuan then took her turn, her arrow also landing on the black dot, right next to Jingyu’s. Left in the center of the target was a pair of arrows, Jingyu’s and Xiaoyuan’s, so close together that the two arrows looked like one. 

“It appears,” announced the king, “that Jingyu and Xiaoyuan are tied for first place, and so I declare them the winners!”

Upon hearing this, everyone cheered and applauded. The disappointed dukes’ sons did not at first, but after a moment they thought it best to support the king’s decision, and they joined in the applause. 

“And what would you like for your prizes?” said the king to Jingyu and Xiaoyuan. Without hesitation they took each other’s hand, looked at each other, and simultaneously spoke each other’s name. 

“I thought so,” said the king.  

The king then invited everyone to return in a month for the wedding. 

“Son!” said the king, as he picked up a bow, nocked an arrow, faced a target, and drew the bowstring. “How does this look?”

“Perfect!” said Jingyu. And indeed, he felt that everything was. 

The Horse Driver
In the days before there were highways running through the mountains, there lived in a village in western Yunnan a horse driver named Zhang Dongxu. Everyone in Dongxu’s village regarded him as a very brave man, because he drove his horses alone through the dangerous passes without ever being attacked by the bandits that lurked there. But they also thought that Dongxu was rather foolish and would one day meet an untimely end. 

Like most of the men from the mountain villages in this region, Dongxu periodically filled the large packs on his four strong horses with rice, potatoes, radishes, rapeseeds, charcoal and other items produced in the village. Dongxu and his horses, along with a small monkey perched on the lead horse a young donkey bringing up the rear, would then trek northeastward through the high mountains and deep valleys of Yunnan, eventually arriving in Sichuan, where he would sell his goods and buy salt, sugar, medicine, furs, cloths, dyes, and other necessities for his family. 

All the other horse drivers liked to band together into caravans of sixty or seventy horses, and go heavily armed into the mountains to protect themselves against the bandit gangs who waited in the remote, narrow ravines. They had learned not to rely on the “merchant-protecting teams” employed by the government and sent into the mountains to protect the caravans. Due to fear, low pay, or sheer boredom, the teams avoided tangling with the bandits, and sometimes would even disguise themselves as bandits to plunder the caravans themselves. 

In addition to carrying weapons, the horse drivers took other measures to discourage attacks. They would display flags with the names of the tusi – the headmen – of a village, so that the bandits would know who they were dealing with, and could assess the likelihood of reprisal. 

Without such safety in numbers, smaller groups of two or three drivers were likely to be raided. A single driver, displaying no sign of a prestigious house or trading company, would certainly be looked upon by the bandits in the same way that a hungry tiger regards a lame rabbit: easy prey. 

And yet, every season Dongxu would head out alone, taking with him a bamboo flute rather than a weapon, and with just his four horses, his monkey and his donkey. Upon returning weeks later he would always report a long, tiring, but otherwise uneventful trip. 

One day a young man named Xinzhu introduced himself to Dongxu and offered to help him, to become his apprentice. Dongxu politely refused, saying he needed no help, but when the young man returned day after day and spent time caring for Dongxu’s animals and cleaning out his stables, Dongxu eventually consented. 

Though Xinzhu was confident in Dongxu’s mysterious ability to avoid danger, it made him nervous to see some village men watching them, shaking their heads, and some village women shedding tears, as he left the village, walking beside the lead horse. 

Xinzhu soon learned the real purpose of the young donkey, which carried only a light pack, and at times seemed as moody as a teenager. After a few days of journeying, Xinzhu remarked on the donkey’s frequent loud braying, and asked Dongxu if he didn’t find this to be an annoying, given how peaceful the natural surroundings were. 

“His voice is rather annoying,” said Dongxu, “but it frightens off wild beasts. Haven’t you noticed that we haven’t seen any wild animals?” 
Out of the corner of his eye Dongxu saw a smirk of disbelief on the young man’s face. Dongxu whispered something that Xinzhu could not hear into the donkey’s ear, and for the next hour the donkey made no sound. 

Suddenly a tiger leaped off a boulder and landed on the trail right in front of Xinzhu. The tiger snarled loudly, showing its pointed teeth, and started advancing, crouched and ready to spring, toward Xinzhu, who had frozen in fright. Dongxu touched the donkey and it brayed loudly. The tiger stopped, and when the donkey brayed again the tiger turned and ran away. 

Sometime later a giant black bear, with a white, V-shaped mark on its chest, dropped down from the tree it had climbed, and started walking upright toward Xinzhu, waving its forepaws threateningly. Xinzhu jumped back to avoid being slashed by the long, hooked claws. 

Upon hearing the donkey’s loud braying, the huge black bear dropped to all fours and took off running into the forest. 

As they walked alongside a mountain stream, Xinzhu heard a child crying. He ran to river bank, assuming a child had fallen into the river. Suddenly a giant salamander reared up out of the shallow water. It was as big as an alligator and had dark, wrinkly skin and beady black eyes. It again cried out like a human child as it opened its mouth wide, preparing to swallow Xinzhu whole. 

When it heard the donkey’s loud braying, the giant salamander cried out again, but this time sounding like a frightened child, and it quickly plunged back into the stream and swam away. 

“It’s a good thing this donkey is with us,” said Xinzhu to Dongxu. Dongxu smiled and nodded. 

Sometime later, as they were resting, Dongxu’s monkey ran up and snatched away the peach that Xinzhu was just about to bite into. 

“Bi Mawen!” shouted Dongxu. “Leave him alone. There’s plenty fruit for all of us.” The monkey cried out in reply, and, it seemed to Xinzhu, made a disrespectful face and gesture to Dongxu when he wasn’t looking. 

After they had started moving again, Xinzhu felt something tickling his ear. Assuming it was a pesky insect, he swatted it away. When he felt it again, he turned and saw the monkey, perched on the back of a horse, holding a long, leafy bamboo branch, which he had used to tickle Xinzhu’s ear. 

“I’m sure it’s nice to have a pet as a companion on your journey,” said Xinzhu to Dongxu, “but this monkey is rather annoying. How do you put up with him?”

Dongxu chuckled. “I put up with him because I need him. Whenever a demon appears, Bi Mawen frightens it off.”

“This little monkey?” said Xinzhu incredulously. “They must be wimpy demons. Ouch!” 

“Bi Mawen!” shouted Dongxu, “Stop throwing pine cones at Xinzhu.” 

Suddenly a chill and unpleasant smelling breeze swirled the dust on the trail and blew leaves off the trees. Xinzhu watched as the monkey cried out and dove into one of the horse packs. A moment later he realized why the monkey seemed so frightened: a leering demon had appeared on the trail in front of them. 

If he weren’t so frightened himself, Xinzhu would have laughed at the way the monkey was a little brat one second and a fraidy-cat the next. 

With its wrinkly blue skin, red tattoos, and bat’s wings, the demon was truly a frightening sight. Its shoulders and elbows were snake heads; its forearms and lower legs, which looked like reptile arms chicken legs, protruded out of the gaping snake mouths, as if being vomited out by the snake heads. The top of the demon’s head was pointed, and from the point grew a scrawny tree branch with a single dead leaf clinging to it. The demon’s ears were black and pointed, and its long, thick eyebrows resembled fat, green, wooly caterpillars. Bulging black eyeballs with red pupils were set in deep, red eye sockets. Instead of a nose there were two ugly gashes. Its upper and lower canine teeth, curved and yellow, protruded far out of its mouth. Its blue-skinned chest had been carved into, leaving red scars in the shape of two characters: 蓝魔, meaning “blue demon.” 

The demon sneered, drooling from the corner of its mouth, flicked its black snake’s tongue, and spread its bat wings, as it advanced toward Xinzhu. 

“I’m going to die a horrible death,” thought Xinzhu. 

“Houwang lai ye!” shouted a voice behind Xinzhu. 

Xinzhu turned and saw that it was the little monkey, Bi Mawen, wearing a bright yellow costume and cap. He had popped out of the horse pack, leaped high into the air and landed on the back of the lead horse, wielding a long bamboo pole. 

The demon stopped in its tracks, its eyes grew wide, and its chicken legs started to shake and recede into its snake head knees, making the demon gradually grow shorter. 

“Sun Wukong?” said the demon. 

“It is I!” shouted the monkey. “The Great Heavenly Sage Monkey King!” He raised his bamboo pole as if to strike. 

“Be gone you stinky blue yaogui, or I’ll bludgeon you senseless!”
“Aiya!” cried the demon, and it took off running into the forest. 
The monkey then returned to what it had been doing before: foraging in one of the horse packs in search of something to eat. Xinzhu stared at the monkey with new respect.

“Is he really – ” he started to ask.

“Just a good actor,” said Dongxu. “He studied Peking Opera wusheng with Mei Lanfang.”

Sometime later, after rounding a curve in the trail, Xinzhu saw a fat, pale-skinned, bare-chested man sitting beside the trail. Xinzhu was startled to see that the man had no head or neck, and that the man’s face was on his torso: his two eyes were where his nipples had been, in place of a navel was his nose, and his unusually wide mouth, like a gapping surgery incision, stretched across his round belly. 

The fat man sat with his hands on his knees, and when Dongxu’s caravan came around the bend, the man raised a hand, waved, and smiled the biggest smile Xinzhu had ever seen. With his other hand the fat man reached into a nearby basket, grabbed a few apples and offered them to Xinzhu. 

“Thank you, sir,” said Xinzhu. He then turned to Dongxu. “He seems very friendly.” Dongxu only gazed grimly at the fat man and said nothing. 

The moment Xinzhu turned back to speak to the man, the man’s body jerked, his wide mouth flew open, and his enormous tongue shot out. The tongue raised its head, unfolded its arms, and started screaming obscenities.

“Xinzhu! Look out!” shouted Dongxu. 

Xinzhu jumped out of the way just in time to avoid being hit by the club wielded by the tongue demon. The wooden club had long nails and jagged pieces of glass sticking out of it, and in his other hand the tongue demon gripped a sharp knife. Unlike the amiable fat demon, the tongue demon was writhing and frothing with rage. 

“A demon within a demon!” said Xinzhu as he back away. 

“Yes,” said Dongxu, “It’s a Fengshemo – a sharp tongued demon.” 

The fat demon, its mouth wide open and its demon tongue twisting and screaming, stood and started advancing toward Xinzhu. Xinzhu noticed that the fat demon seemed to move somewhat reluctantly, as if being dragged forward by its furious demon tongue. 
In an instant Bi Mawen was facing the demon, parrying blows from the tongue demon’s club, and occasionally landing a hit with his bamboo pole. When he whacked the tongue demon it screamed with rage and shouted a string of obscenities. And when the monkey thumped the soft flesh of the fat demon it cringed and whimpered. 

At one point the tongue demon’s club knocked off the monkey’s yellow cap. Bi Mawen, realizing that he couldn’t match the demon blow for blow, tried a different tactic. He grabbed onto a liana vine that was hanging from a banyan tree. He scampered quickly up the vine, swung high above the demon, and then let go, dropping directly down onto fat demon’s headless shoulders. His strategy worked. 

Xinzhu, knowing how much it hurts to bite one’s tongue, winced when he saw the fat demon bite down hard with his tongue sticking out. The tongue demon’s face contorted with shock and pain, and he dropped his club and knife. Tears flowed out of the fat demon’s eyes, as well as from the eyes of the tongue demon. The fat demon withdrew his tongue, put his hands over his mouth, and ran crying and moaning into the forest. 

“Good work, Bi Mawen,” said Dongxu. The monkey made an elaborate bow, and then started gathering up the apples that the fat demon had left behind. 

Dongxu led his horses into a narrow canyon, and they were soon going single file, slowly up a narrow trail carved into the side of a very high cliff. Xinzhu, feeling uneasy with heights, felt greatly relieved when they finally reached the top of the cliff. 

They decided have a rest in the meadow at the top of the cliff, but no sooner had they sat down and each grabbed an apple to eat, when a terrible scream nearly made Xinzhu jump out of his skin. He and Dongxu jumped up and saw that they had another demon to deal with. 

Bi Mawen, gripping his bamboo pole, circled the creature warily, waiting for it to strike first. 

“I think this one will be no problem for Bi Mawen,” said Xinzhu to Dongxu. “Look, it’s nothing but skin and bones – mostly bones.”

In fact, the demon wasn’t much more than a skeleton, with pieces of skin, gray hair, and clothing hanging off it in several places. There was enough of its face and hair so that Xinzhu could tell it was a female demon. Then he saw that she was wielding a sword, and he started to worry that Bi Mawen would be no match with just his bamboo pole. 

The demon screamed again and took swipe at Bi Mawen. The monkey nimbly hopped over the sword and gave the demon’s bony leg a good whack. 

“It’s the worst demon of all,” said Dongxu gravely.” That’s a Qinǚyao – a spurned woman demon.” 

The demon screamed again and went after the monkey in earnest, swiping and jabbing its sword wildly, while the monkey used his pole and acrobatic skills to keep from getting sliced in two. 

“None of us spurned her,” said Xinzhu. “Why’s she so angry at us?”

Dongxu explained to Xinzhu that the demon was probably spurned by the one she loved many years ago, but that her anger had never subsided. After she died, her anger kept her half-alive. Now, at least in her mind, every man she meets has, or is going to, lie to her and abandon her. So she now lives by attacking men, cutting out and eating their hearts, as revenge or preemptive strike. 

The little monkey fought bravely against the demon, and he managed, by a combination of circling, dodging, jumping, and striking, to break one of the demon’s shinbones, whack off three finger bones, and shatter a kneecap. But the demon, fueled by a deep-seated anger, was indefatigable. Xinzhu noticed that the monkey was having a hard time of it, and could see that he was getting tired. 

To give himself a moment to catch his breath, Bi Mawen ran around one of the horses. The demon tried to follow, but the monkey to too quick, and was able to circle the horse and keep it between him and the demon.  

Suddenly the demon stopped, gripped her sword in both hands and raised it above her head, poised to slice the horse in half in order to end the monkey’s infuriating game. Before bringing the sword down the demon screamed again. Bi Mawen seized the opportunity: he thrust his pole with all his might into the demon’s open mouth. Using the horse as a fulcrum, he jumped onto the other end of the pole. As he had hoped, the demon’s head popped off its neck and catapulted up into the air. Trailing long gray hair as it flew through the air, the head plummeted down into the deep canyon, screaming a horrible scream the entire way down. 

But, due to the stubborn force of the demon’s long-nurtured anger, the demon’s headless body did not simply drop dead, but remained animated. It dropped its sword and started searching, using its hands and feet, for its missing head. 

“I’m here!” shouted Bi Mawen, imitating the demon’ voice. “No, over here! This way!” 

The demon’s body followed the sound of Bi Mawen’s voice. 

“Please hurry!” shouted the monkey. “Come quickly, my beautiful body! I miss you so much! Over here!” 

When the demon’s body had stumbled its way over to the cliff’s edge, Bi Mawen gave it a good whack on its bony bottom and sent it flying into the ravine. The monkey cocked his head to one side and put his hand to his ear to better hear the clatter of bones that followed. 

“I think this monkey is just as good as Sun Wukong himself!” said Xinzhu to Dongxu. 

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” said Dongxu with a laugh, “or he’ll be demanding a raise.”

The caravan camped for the night at the top of the canyon. The next morning, as golden sunlight lit up the snow-covered peaks of the mountains in the west, they set out again. 

 They hadn’t been walking for very long when Xinzhu, at the head of the caravan, heard a gruff voice say, “Looks like you’ve brought enough…”

Xinzhu saw a man dressed in mountain garb, with a sword in his hand and an unfriendly sneer on his face, standing in the middle the trail blocking the way. 

“…for all of us,” finished the man. 

Xinzhu turned and saw another man at the rear of the caravan, behind Dongxu, and then watched as several more bandits emerged from behind trees and rocks, surrounding them. 

“We’ll take it,” said the bandit leader. “And today, because the weather is nice and I’m in a good mood, I’ll spare your lives.” 

Xinzhu expected to see Bi Mawen jump into action. But the monkey only glanced at the bandits, and then resumed eating the red dates he had found. 

Xinzhu looked to Dongxu, and he watched as the horse driver calmly withdrew his bamboo flute from a horse pack. 

“You have us outnumbered,” said Dongxu to the bandit leader, “and we would be foolish to resist. So you’re welcome to it all – goods, horses, the donkey, even the monkey, and the young man, if you want them.”

Xinzhu’s mouth dropped open, but he was too surprised and confused to speak. 

“But let me keep this old, worthless flute,” said Dongxu. “It’s been in my family for years.” 

“Fine!” barked the bandit leader. “I’ll leave you with your flute and your life, old man.” The bandit then pointed at Xinzhu with his sword. “Does he know how to cook?”

“Does he know how to play the pipa and sing pretty songs?” said another bandit, which made all the bandits laugh. 

“I have a pretty song for you,” said Dongxu, and he raised his flute to his lips and started to play. 

The music that came out was like nothing Xinzhu had ever heard before; the melody was enchanting and mysterious. Xinzhu immediately saw a change come over the faces of the bandits: their brows relaxed, their rude grins were replaced by boyish smiles or looks of open-mouthed wonderment, and one of them started to weep. 

The effect of the mysterious music on the bandits was quick. Some tried to sing along, others put their arms out and stumbled around as if trying to grasp hold of something. For a few of the bandits the effect was so strong their eyes rolled up into their heads, they shivered with some kind of ecstasy, and then they fainted. The bandit leader dropped his sword, put his arms around an imaginary dance partner, and started dancing, his face flushed with tender, romantic expressions. 

Continuing to play his flute, Dongxu signaled to Xinzhu to start moving. Only when they were a good distance away from the bandits did he stop playing and put away the bamboo flute. 

“What happened back there?” asked Xinzhu. 

“Both the flute and tune are ancient,” said Dongxu, “and have been passed down in my family through many generations. I once played it for a Taoist priest and he said that it was probably the same flute used by the Jade Emperor when he first tamed the Eight Immortal Dragons.”

“But it had no effect on me,” said Xinzhu. 

“The song effects only those whose hearts are filled with greed. It puts them into a trance and makes them see before them whatever it is they covet most: gold, jade, food, palaces, women…” 

“What about the ones that fainted?” asked Xinzhu. 

“I don’t know,” said Dongxu. “Maybe they yearned for immortality, or maybe in their deepest hearts they hated themselves and longed to die.” 

After another full day of traveling the caravan came down from the mountains and approached the border of Sichuan. Five men were standing in front of the tiny border crossing gate, all wearing long, padded green coats. Xinzhu had never seen such bright, new, modern-looking coats. 

Dongxu waved, smiled, and greeted one of the men, because he had crossed the border many times and knew the man. Xinzhu thought it strange that the man did not return Dongxu’s cordial greeting, and that the other four men simply stared at him impassively. 

“Zhang Dongxu,” said man. “You must turn over all your horses and goods.”

Dongxu was dumbstruck. 

“What? Why? You know me. I’ve been traveling these roads for years.”

“It’s got nothing to do with you, Dongxu,” said the man. “We have orders. You must turn over everything to us. It’s a border-crossing tax.” 

“A border-crossing tax? That’s absurd!” said Dongxu, growing angry. “Upon whose orders are you acting?”

“You don’t need to know that,” said the man. “Now don’t give me any trouble. We’ve know each other for years and I don’t want to hurt you, but we have our orders.”

Before he could speak again, Dongxu was startled by the sound of the donkey braying loudly. Xinzhu glanced around nervously for a wild animal, but there were none in sight. Apparently the donkey had taken it upon himself to intervene on behalf of Dongxu. The man who had spoken to Dongxu folded his arms in front of chest and stared impatiently at Dongxu. The other men glanced at their leader and folded their arms as well. 

Dongxu made the donkey quit braying, and as soon as it did Bi Mawen, acting on his own initiative, sprang into action. The monkey leaped high into the air and landed on the ground in front of the men with such force that his foot made an impression in the ground. Then, wielding his bamboo pole, the monkey demonstrated his skills: he leaped and twisted, struck and parried, poked and whacked, letting out an occasional “Ha!” or “Hi!” for emphasis, but never actually hitting the men. 

The leader of the green-coated men sighed, unfolded his arms, and clapped his hands indifferently a few times. The four other men also clapped, their expressionless faces remaining unchanged. 

Dongxu quickly took out his bamboo flute and started to play. Xinzhu watched the men, hoping to see some change on their blank faces, but there was none. 

“Enough!” barked the leader, “You’re wasting my time.” 

The leader of the green coats then nodded to his gang, and they started to lead away Dongxu’s four horses. 

“This is all I have,” pleaded Dongxu, as the leader approached him and took the donkey’s reins out of his hand. 

“We’ve been friends a long time,” said Dongxu with tears in his eyes. “Why are you doing this to me?”

The leader looked uncomfortable for a moment, but then resumed his stony face and started leading the donkey away. “Don’t take it personally, Dongxu,” he said. “I’m just doing my job.” 

As Xinzhu watched the five green-coated men he saw something very disturbing in their eyes. He didn’t see the hunger in a wild animal’s eyes, nor the anger in a demon’s eyes, nor even the greed in a bandit’s eyes. He saw something even more sinister: nothing, nothing but obedience and apathy. Xinzhu realized that there was something more dangerous than a hungry animal, an angry demon, or a greedy bandit. 

When Xinzhu looked at Dongxu and saw him holding his bamboo flute, staring hopelessly at his horses being led away, he realized that he needed to do something. 

“Before you do that,” said Xinzhu to the leader’s back. The man turned and regarded Xinzhu indifferently. “You should look at this.” 

Xinzhu drew from his pocket a document and handed it to the man, who scrutinized it for a second, and then told his men to stop. The man then took Xinzhu into the small, whitewashed guardhouse. 

A few minutes later they emerged from the guardhouse. 

“Zhang Dongxu,” said the leader, “we have new orders. You can take your things and go.”

Dongxu was too bewildered and happy to ask any questions. He, Xinzhu, and his caravan quickly left, under the impassive gazes of the green-coated men. 

As soon as they were out of sight of the border crossing Xinzhu showed Dongxu what he had shown the leader of the border guards: a letter signed by the Provincial Governor, Wu Longyou, stating that Xinzhu was his son and was on official business that should not be interfered with. When the leader of the green coats phoned his boss, a corrupt county official, he was ordered to return Dongxu’s horses and goods to him. 

“Governor Wu’s son?” exclaimed Dongxu. “But why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would you have let me accompany you on this dangerous journey if you had known?”

“Not if I’d had a choice, no,” replied Dongxu. “What if you had gotten killed or kidnapped? I would have been held responsible. The governor would have thrown me in prison – or worse.”

“No,” said Xinzhu, “It was my father that sent me on this mission. He was confident that with you I’d be safe.”

“What mission?” asked Dongxu.

“My father has known about you, and admired you, for a long time,” said Xinzhu. “He wanted to know how it was you could be so brave as to make this journey alone without ever being attacked by bandits or harmed in any way. So he sent me to find out.”

“You’ll report to him?” asked Dongxu.

“Yes, but you can rest assured that your secrets will remain secrets with my father and I. Also, he asked me to invite you to the capital after we return to meet with him.” 

They walked on in silence for a while, Dongxu thinking about all that Xinzhu had told him. 

“I’m not so brave, really,” said Dongxu. “Just lucky to have such friends as these.” He nodded at the donkey and the monkey. 

“But,” Dongxu continued, “I guess times have changed. My defenses are obsolete – useless against those men at the border crossing.” 

“Perhaps new bandits,” said Xinzhu, “need to be fought in new ways.” 

Night of Sevens

Zhou Feihu was an orphan, raised by his aunt and uncle in a mountain village. Encouraged by his aunt and uncle, Feihu studied diligently and was able to attend a good university and find a job in the city after he graduated. On holidays he returned to his village to visit his aunt and uncle, who always asked their nephew if he’d found a wife. Feihu always smiled and replied, “Not yet.” 

One morning Feihu’s uncle told Feihu about his dream. He said that he had dreamed of an old ox, and that the ox had told him that Feihu would someday have a daughter that was a magpie. Feihu laughed at his uncle’s dream, but his uncle just smiled and nodded. 

That same day Feihu went to an outdoor market in the village and came upon a booth displaying the most beautiful silk brocade he had ever seen. At first Feihu did not see the young woman in the shadows behind the table, but when he spotted her sitting beside a small loom, weaving colorful silk brocade, Feihu was captivated by her beauty.  

The young woman looked up from her work and smiled shyly at Feihu. Feihu bought some brocade as a gift for his aunt. He asked the young woman her name and she told him she was Tang Liyun. When Feihu asked her if she lived in the village, she told him that she didn’t, that she lived on the far side of the mountain, beyond the Silver River, near a tiny lake called Jade Pool. 

Feihu told his aunt and uncle about the young woman, but they said they had never heard of her, nor had they ever heard of either the Silver River or Jade Pool. But they were happy that Feihu had met a woman he was interested in, and they encouraged him to go to the market again and talk with her. 

The next morning Feihu went to the market and returned to the same booth to see Liyun. But he was disappointed to find that she was not there. Instead, there was another vendor selling shoes, and the vendor knew nothing about a young woman selling silk brocade. 

Since it was early, Feihu hitched a ride with a farmer heading up the mountain, and he then set off on foot in search of Jade Pool and Liyun. 

That day was the seventh day of the seventh lunar month, and it was a very hot day. So Feihu was relieved when, after hiking in the hot sun for a while, he entered a dense bamboo forest, where a soothingly cool fog made water drip from the bamboo leaves. Though a few birds cried out, their voices were subdued. There was a slight, cooling breeze, and the bamboo was so dense, and the place so green and quiet, that it seemed both enchanted and ominous. Feihu felt a little apprehensive about going further, but he really wanted to find Jade Pool, and find Liyun. 

A little further on a magpie, perched on a tree branch, squawked loudly at Feihu. Though its harsh voice startled him, seeing it lifted Feihu’s spirits, for he knew that a magpie heralds good news.

“Are you the cowherd?” the magpie asked. “We’ve been expecting you.” 

Feihu was so surprised that the bird had spoken to him it took him a few moments to answer.

“I’m not a cowherd,” replied Feihu.

“It doesn’t matter,” said the magpie, and it turned into a raven and flew off with a loud squawk. This was disconcerting, seeing a black raven, but Feihu reminded himself that he was not superstitious and he pressed on. 

Seeing the magpie reminded Feihu of his uncle’s dream, and he laughed again at the absurdity of it. But mostly he thought of Liyun sitting at her loom, smiling and looking up at him with her lovely dark eyes. Feihu imagined coming upon a cottage in the woods and finding her there inside, sitting beside the hearth, weaving, waiting for him.  

Feihu heard a noise ahead, and he soon emerged from the bamboo forest and saw that the noise was the sound of a wide river. He sat down on the bank of the river and stared at the deep and swift flowing water. Seeing no way that he could cross, he started thinking that maybe it was time for him to give up and return to the village.

Feihu stood up, sighed, and turned to leave. Just then a magpie swooped down and landed on the ground in front of him. 

“Why do you give up so easily?” asked the magpie. “Are you a quitter?”

“No!” said Feihu, feeling a little annoyed. “I’m not a quitter. But I have no boat, and the water is too deep and swift. It’s too dangerous to swim across.”

“Then use the bridge,” said the magpie. 

“What bridge?” Feihu called to the magpie as squawked and it flew off. 

Feeling somewhat annoyed, Feihu again turned to leave. But as he was about to enter the bamboo forest he heard a great squawking noise behind him. He turned and saw an enormous flock of magpies descend from the sky. The birds moved in very close to each other, grabbing on to each other with their beaks and claws. Feihu watched as the dense flock descended onto the river and formed an arched bridge from one side to the other. 

“Hurry up!” one of the birds called to him, “We can’t do this forever.”

Feihu started to take a step up onto the magpie bridge, but he hesitated and stepped back, afraid the bridge would not hold his weight and that he would plunge into the river. 

“Aiya!” said a bird. “He’s afraid.” Several birds squawked in a way that sounded like laughter. 

“I’m not afraid,” said Feihu. “I just don’t want to hurt you.” 

“There’s no other way across,” said a bird, “Go now or we leave.”

Feihu plucked up his courage and stepped up onto the bridge. Though there was no handrail and the bridge wobbled and swayed underfoot, Feihu managed to walk gingerly across and step off onto the opposite bank. The moment he did the bridge of magpies rose up into the air, reshaped into a flock of birds, and flew off. 
On the other side of the river the bamboo forest continued, just as thick as before. Feihu was growing tired and discouraged, but he kept going. Eventually he came to a lovely pond filled with water the color of dark green jade, with many blooming lotus plants floating on the surface. Because it was such a hot day, he decided to go for a swim. He took off his clothes, placed them on a rock beside the pond, and jumped in. 

The cool water had a strange effect on Feihu’s mind. He felt very relaxed and happy, swimming alone in a lotus pond in the cool green bamboo forest, as if it was the place he had always intended to come to. As he floated he thought about Liyun, but now he started to think that perhaps she really didn’t exist, that he’d only dreamed of her. 

Feihu floated on his back blissfully, carefree, until he noticed an old ox standing beside the pond, staring at him. 

“Have you forgotten something?” the old ox asked. Though startled, Feihu was now used to the fact that in this bamboo forest the birds and animals could talk. Feihu knew what the ox was referring to, but the ox had disturbed his pleasant reverie. 

“I’m not going any further,” said Feihu. “I’m going to build a cottage beside this lovely pond and live here as hermit. And besides, maybe she doesn’t really exist. And if she does, I’ll probably never find her. And if I do, she’ll probably have forgotten me.” 

“Become a hermit,” said the old ox. “That seems rather selfish.” 

Just then several magpies flew down to the rock beside the pond and grabbed all of Feihu’s clothing. 

“Hey!” Feihu shouted at the birds. “Bring back my clothes!” But it was no use, because the birds were already flying off, squawking mockingly. 

Feihu got out of the pond and stood naked beside the old ox. He heard someone laughing, on the other side of the pond, but when he turned and looked he saw no one. 

“This is Jade Pool?” asked Feihu.

The ox nodded. 

“What shall I do?” asked Feihu. “How shall I find her?”

“Use this,” said the ox. The old ox then closed its eyes, sighed a long sigh, and shuffled off its skin, which Feihu caught before it hit the ground. The old ox had died, leaving nothing but white bones. Though they had only just met, Feihu shed a tear, and he buried the animal’s bones beside the Jade Pool. 

Noticing that the sun was now low in the sky, Feihu put on the ox hide cloak and moved on. 

The ox hide cloak somehow guided Feihu. With it on he knew how far to walk in one direction, when to turn and in which direction, and so on. Feihu eventually came to a clearing in the bamboo forest. There he saw a bamboo cottage with a grass roof, with a yellow light glowing in the window. He opened the door and walked in, his heart pounding. He stopped when he saw Liyun, who was sitting at her loom, smiling at him, and his heart filled with love for her. 
 “This will look better,” she said, as she stood and handed him a shimmering cloak made of golden silk and green bamboo fiber woven together. 

“You’ve been here waiting for me?” Feihu asked. He turned his back to her, took off the ox hide, and put on the beautiful cloak.

“I dreamed of you,” she replied. “I dreamed that an ox and a magpie would lead you to me. I’ve been waiting to find out if you were real or just a dream.” 

“And you?” Feihu asked, “Are you real, or just a dream?” 

She smiled, slipped off the white silk gown she was wearing and spread it on the bed. She then approached Feihu and took off the silk cloak from around his shoulders. Taking Feihu by the hand, she led him to the bed. She covered herself and Feihu with the shimmering silk and bamboo cloak. As the sun set and the stars came out, the two lovers drew so close that Feihu could feel Liyun’s heart beating. Their two bodies became one and they fell into the jade pools of each other’s eyes. 

“When you were not at the market this morning,” said Feihu sometime later, “I thought that you weren’t real, that I’d just dreamed you. And so at the Jade Pool…”

“I know,” said Liyun. “You gave up.”

“I want to stay here forever,” said Feihu. 

“I know you do.” Liyun kissed him tenderly. “But you can’t.” 

Feihu’s heart sank and tears filled his eyes. 

“Why not?” he said.

“Because you’re not of this world,” said Liyun, holding his body close to hers to stop his sudden fit of shivering. “But you may come and visit me and your children whenever you wish. And we will be here, waiting for you, for as long as you remember us.” 

“I don’t know how I got here,” he said. “How shall I return?” 

“Simply put on the silk cloak I made for you, look up at the stars, and you’ll soon be here.” 

“I’m afraid,” said Feihu. 

“Because you’re human,” she said, as she placed her finger against Feihu’s lips. “We have all night,” she said with a smile. “Let’s not spend it talking.”

Liyun was right. Because of his responsibilities, Feihu at times had to spend weeks and even months away from her. But then he would simply put on the shimmering silk cloak and be instantly transported to the bamboo forest. When he reached the Silver River a flock of magpies always formed an arched bridge for him, and soon he was back in the cozy cottage in the cool green bamboo forest, eating peaches and lotus seeds, weaving silk and reading books, laughing and growing old with Liyun, his fairy wife, who Feihu lovingly called Weaving Girl, and playing games with his children – a daughter who they named Magpie, and Raven, their brave little son. And because he had first come to Liyun wearing an ox hide cloak, she affectionately called him Old Cowherd. 

When his hair became gray and he no longer needed to work, Feihu left the city and went to live on the far side of the Silver River. There, with Liyun and his fairy family, he live happily. But Liyun was right in another way when she’d told Feihu that he could not be with her forever. When Feihu breathed his last and shuffled off his human cloak, Liyun and her children buried him at Jade Pool next to the old ox. 

Every summer, on seventh night of the seventh month, Liyun would take her children to Jade Pool. Magpie and Raven would brush away the fallen bamboo leaves and place flowers, fruit, and tea leaves on their father’s grave. Liyun would then tell them to look up at the stars, and she would point out to them the bright star Altair in the constellation Aquila, with two small stars, Altair’s children, riding on Altair’s shoulders, and the equally bright star Vega in the constellation Lyra, with its four small stars that look like a weaving shuttle. She would then ask the children if they could see the silver river of stars flowing between Altair and Vega. 

Before leaving the Jade Pool, Liyun would place on Feihu’s grave a newly woven cloak made of golden silk and green bamboo fiber, so that he would have something to keep himself warm while traversing the universe. 

Hand-to-Mouth

One summer morning a friend of mine suggested I check out a place in Beijing where one can see sea mammals. It had been a long time since I’d been to the California coast to watch the sea lions cavorting in the surf, so it sounded like fun. I jotted down the address and I headed out. 

On a crowded subway car I heard some traditional Chinese vocal music, and I soon saw a legless beggar, dragging himself across the floor on a piece of cardboard. His head was down and he used his hands to push himself forward, and also to push along a small white plastic bucket. He used a hands-free microphone, just like pop singers use, and strapped to his back was a small wireless amplifier, which made his voice echo as if he was singing inside a canyon. 

I’ve learned that in China a good percentage of beggars are fake beggars. I once saw a blind man glance at me – couldn’t help himself from staring at the laowai – so I didn’t give him any money. But I usually hand over my small change to beggars, figuring that I can accept being cheated once in a while. And since the legless guy was clearly not faking it, I dropped a couple of yuan into his little bucket, and felt thankful for my health.

I was disappointed when I got off the bus at the place my friend had told me about. It was not a modern aquatic park; it was only a narrow hutong a few blocks long, an alley closed to car traffic. Not surprisingly, there weren’t any large tanks of water with seals and dolphins swimming around in and doing tricks in exchange for fishy treats. 

There were seals and sea lions, but they were all corralled in small pens made of split bamboo. The pens were lined up one after another, resembling the rows of souvenir hawkers who all sell the same junk, except that these were live sea mammals rather than cheap souvenirs. 

The animals weren’t for sale, but you could pay to have your picture taken with them, which a lot of tourists were doing. At each pen there was someone who occasionally used a hose to spray the seals and sea lions with water to keep them cool in the summer heat. Also, I noticed that several of the animals had been trained to beg: they held up cups or cans and made their cute barking sounds as people dropped money into their cups. 

I took a few pictures and then decided to get something to eat. The snack booths were all in one area, so I looked them over before deciding. I saw the usual fried rice and noodle booths, but at this place you could also find some of the more exotic snacks, such as tiny fried fishes, crabs, and silk worm larvae, and several creatures skewered on long sharp sticks, ready for barbecuing: octopus legs, whole frogs, cicadas, crickets, spiders, beetles, millipedes, pig ears, chicken fetuses, sheep penises, tiny gray scorpions, large black scorpions, and myriad other arthropods. The tiny gray scorpions were so fresh that, despite their being skewered, their little gray legs moved – frantically, it seemed to me. I was glad they didn’t have little voices. 

As I was eating a barbecued lamb kabob I felt something tug at my pant leg. I look down and saw a human hand, alternately tugging at my pants and then holding its palm upward toward me. Its palm was dirty and its fingertips red from scurrying around on the pavement. I felt kind of sorry for the begging hand, so I opened my backpack and found the wad of 1 yuan bills that I keep just for beggars. 

As I was about to bend down and give the hand a bill, the man barbecuing lamb kabobs said to me, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 

“It’s only 1 yuan,” I replied. 

“That’s not what I mean,” he said.

As soon as I placed the bill in the palm of the begging hand, another begging hand showed up, and then another, and another, and then some begging feet as well. I was quickly surrounded by begging hands and feet. They were all dirty from scuffling around on the pavement; and some were bruised and cut because people had accidentally stepped on them or deliberately kicked them. One hand was holding a cigarette butt, which it couldn’t smoke, of course, so I assumed it was just a comforting habit. Another was clutching a piece of chou doufu – stinky tofu – that someone had dropped, but abandoned it when it saw me handing out money. 

“You’re new here, aren’t you?” said the barbecue man. 

I was encircled by so many hands and feet that I couldn’t take a step in any direction. Fortunately, I had several 1 yuan bills, some 5 yuan bills, and a lot of coins in a little coin purse as well. I passed out all my small change, and then gestured to the crowd of begging appendages that I had no more. I noticed that a hand and a foot were both tugging at a 5 yuan bill, and then they started to scuffle and fight, while the other hands and feet looked on indifferently. I yelled at them to stop, and finally the hand got the bill, due no doubt to its superior grasping power. The whole group lingered for a few moments and then moved on. 

“You’re making somebody rich,” said the barbecue man. 

“What do you mean?” I asked 

“There are some honest hand and foot beggars,” he said. “They accidentally got severed from their owners and now they’re just trying to survive on their own. But these days there are a lot of scammers: dishonest, lazy people who cut off their hands and feet and send them out begging for them, while the person himself also begs as a handless-footless person, and at the end of the day collects all the money his hands and feet have made. They sometimes recruit other hands and feet and create even larger beggar gangs.”

“I had no idea,” I said. 

“That’s not the worst of it,” continued the barbecue man. “It’s not here anymore, because the police came and shut it down, but there used to be a small tent that you could enter, for a fee of course, and see other body parts – not just hands and feet, if you know what I mean – dancing on a stage. Pay more money and you could enter a private booth and watch some male and female parts have fun – if you can call it that. Pay even more money – ”

“I get the idea!” I said, interrupting him. 

“Yeah, I hate that kind of stuff,” said the barbecue man. “But if you want to get a great four-hand massage, I can recommend a place.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

I decided I’d seen enough. As I started to walk away I almost accidently stepped on a couple of elderly hands that were clinging onto each other as they slowly made their way across the crowded street. 
Form the Ball

A man named Li Zhiming had done well for himself in China’s new economy. Already a wealthy man by the time his was 40 years old, he decided to learn tai chi to improve his health and develop his spiritual side.
Because he was a novice tai chi player, and because he had neglected his body for many years, Mr. Li did not want to embarrass himself by joining the group of elderly people that met each morning in the park. Instead, he would rise an hour before the sun and in the pre-dawn grayness, when all was quiet, he would practice his own version of Yang style tai chi. In addition to the forms he had learned from watching an instructional DVD, he had invented some hand and foot moves that he believed were quite elegant. 
On these mornings, Mr. Li was often distracted because he hadn’t slept well and wasn’t fully awake, because of the slight nausea caused by his chronic gastritis, because he couldn’t maintain his balance, or because his knees popped and ached. He would often cut short his tai chi session, which felt more like work to him, and he would take a stroll through the park.

On one such morning a fog had settled in between the many trees in the park. Thinking more about breakfast than his immediate surroundings, Mr. Li nearly ran into an old woman. She was standing still with her back to him. Her arms were raised in front of her and her hands hung limply. The woman was short and stout, and was dressed in black tai chi clothing. It was the first time he had seen anyone else in the park so early.

He moved around the woman so that he could see her face. He guessed that she’d been standing there for a long time – several hours, perhaps – because her gray hair, hanging in long wisps, was beaded with moisture from the fog, and a yellow gingko leaf had settled on her right shoulder. He spoke to her, but the old woman didn’t answer, nor did she look at him. The woman gazed straight ahead, motionless.

This fascinated Mr. Li. He speculated that the old woman was a great shifu, a tai chi master who had obtained such a high level of skill that she could do an entire set – 24, 42, maybe even 80 forms – without actually moving! The qi energy moved within her body, but her body did not need to move. 

He watched the old woman for several minutes and concluded that she was practicing an inner, spiritual kind of tai chi. “That’s for me!” he thought. He decided on the spot that he would become the old woman’s disciple and learn this advanced, and much less strenuous, style of tai chi.
 So Mr. Li asked humbly asked the woman if he could be her student, but she remained impassive. Even an offer of a very nice fee did not get her attention. So he decided to go home and return with a gift of expensive tieguanyin tea, as well as a large amount of cash in a red envelope. These gifts had always worked for Mr. Li in the past, so he assumed they would persuade her.
Just as he turned to leave he saw the old woman move. She breathed deeply, pivoted slightly at the waist, first to the left and then to the right, her arms dropped and her hands – the left one on bottom, the right on top – moved into a position that made her appear to be holding a large ball.  
And such a perfect ball it was, thought Mr. Li – the old woman’s hands and arms making perfect, graceful curves. He even thought for a moment that he could see a bluish-white ball of light floating between her hands. At that same moment a ball of yellow light burst above the horizon. Mr. Li was startled by the sudden bright rays of the sun piercing the fog. When he turned his attention back to the old woman he was even more startled, because she had vanished. 

Sleeping Caterpillars
One morning Li Minmin was in front of her house collecting fallen willow catkins and placing them in an empty instant noodle bucket. 

“Are you collecting willow catkins to add to you porridge?” said a man’s voice. 

Minmin looked up and saw a thin old man with long gray hair and gray beard, looking down and smiling at her. The old man was seated on a yak, which had long black hair, and was also looking at Minmin. 
“No,” replied Minmin, “I wanted to collect wooly caterpillars, because last night my mom read to me a story about how they turn into butterflies, so I wanted to get some and watch them turn into butterflies.”

“Mm,” said the old man, “It’s a good idea.”

“But I couldn’t find any caterpillars, so I’m collecting these because they look like caterpillars.”

“Are you sure they’re not caterpillars?” said the old man, as he dismounted his yak, bent over and looked into Minmin’s noodle bucket. 

“Well, they’re not moving,” replied Minmin. 

“Hm,” said the old man, “may I see?”

Minmin handed the old man the paper bucket, and watched him hold it close to his chest and close his eyes. The old man then started chanting – words that Minmin did not understand – and three times he gave the bucket a strong shake. He then handed the bucket back to Minmin. 

“I think they were just sleeping,” said the old man.

216Minmin’s eyes grew wide when she saw several wooly caterpillars crawling around in her bucket. 

“Wa!” she said. “Grandfather, what’s your name?” she asked, looking up at the old man. 

“You can call me Maoniu,” replied the old man. 

“But that’s a maoniu,” said Minmin, pointing at the yak. 

“Yes,” said Maoniu, “and it’s also my name.” 

“Grandpa Maoniu,” said Minmin, “would like to come to my house and have some tea?”

“That would be very nice, thank you,” said Maoniu, “And what is your name?”

“Li Minmin,” replied Minmin. 

“It’s a nice name,” said Maoniu, “but because you like caterpillars, may I call you Maochong?” 

Minmin laughed; she liked this game of taking animal names – Maoniu and Maochong. She took hold the old man’s hand and led him to her house. 
“Mama!” called Minmin as she and Maoniu entered the courtyard. “I found a lot of caterpillars!”

Minmin’s mother came out of the house and glanced at Maoniu, who smiled and greeted her. She then peered into her daughter’s upraised noodle bucket. 

“Sweetheart, those are just willow catkins,” said her mother. “Grandfather,” she then said to Maoniu, “your journey has certainly made you tired. Please come in and rest and drink some tea.” Maoniu smiled and nodded. 

After Minmin’s mother returned to the house, Maoniu saw that Minmin was gazing dejectedly at her noodle bucket. He leaned over and raised a finger in front of his lips. 

“Shh,” he whispered to Minmin, “They’ve gone back to sleep. Let’s not wake them.” 

Minmin’s face brightened. “OK,” she whispered. She then placed her noodle bucket in a shaded place beside the house, so that the sun wouldn’t harm her sleeping caterpillars. And she placed a cloth over her bucket to conceal her caterpillars from birds. 
The Last Man

During the day, Chen Wenlong spent his time gathering wood, herbs, and mushrooms in the forest. In the evening, after feeding his animals and eating a simple dinner, he would read Tang and Song poetry by lamplight. Most of the time Wenlong was too busy to think about being the last man living in his village.   

Wenlong lived with his friends – a cat, a duck, and a pig – in a small house on the edge of the village. His wife had died years ago, and his son had left to find work in one of the big cities. The rest of the village, by dying or moving away, had also moved on to better things. Now Wenlong husked corn alone in his small courtyard, talking and singing songs to his animals, who listened politely. 

Wenlong was by no means an old man, and was healthy and active – he did tai chi every morning, and often went for long walks in the forest. While inhaling the sweet scents of pine and cypress, while deciphering ancient inscriptions carved on boulders beside the river, or while sitting on a log in the midst of the forest and listening to the shrill chorus of the cicadas – or just listening to nothing at all – at those times Wenlong considered himself a lucky man. 

Wenlong had made up his mind to never leave his village like the others had. He loved smelling the clean air, listening to all the little birds in the bamboo garden behind his house, and seeing the night sky crowded with stars. In fact, Wenlong enjoyed living alone. 

But at times – when the gingko leaves turned yellow and a cold wind shook them loose from the branches, when an early snow blanketed the last red roses in front of his house, or when a lone woodpecker’s knocking echoed in the empty woods like a ticking clock – Wenlong found himself wishing that he could fill a second rice bowl and offer it to a guest, to an old friend, or to a companion.  

One evening, about a year after Wenlong’s last old neighbor had been taken away by relatives, Wenlong was in his house roasting sweet potatoes for his dinner, when he heard a woman’s voice softly call out his name. In the dim evening light Wenlong could see a young woman, dressed in white silk, standing in the lane just outside his gate. 

“Who are you?” asked Wenlong. 

“I am Moonlight,” answered the woman. As she drew near to him Wenlong smelled sweet lavender, and he marveled at her pretty face and kind smile. He could not speak for a moment as he gazed upon the beautiful woman. 

Wenlong invited the woman into his house for a simple meal of sweet potatoes, cucumbers, and rice. After the meal, as Wenlong was washing the bowls and chopsticks, Moonlight touched him gently on his shoulder. 

“You are … a ghost?” said Wenlong. 

Moonlight smiled and nodded. Wenlong ran his fingers through her long dark hair then touched the soft white skin of her neck – he found it hard to believe she wasn’t alive.

“After my wife died … many years … ” stammered Wenlong. 

“You are a handsome man, Chen Wenlong,” said Moonlight. 

They went to his bed and made love until the sun rose. Wenlong’s cat, duck and pig wandered into the house to find Wenlong and Moonlight entwined and still asleep. 

Moonlight came again the next evening, but this time not alone. With her was an elderly couple that had lived in Wenlong’s village and had died a few years ago. Wenlong welcomed them as old friends, and the old couple told amusing stories about village happenings from years past. Wenlong noted with pleasure that when Moonlight laughed it sounded like someone softly playing the pipa. 

After a while the old couple left and Wenlong and Moonlight embraced, laughing at their eagerness. This time Wenlong locked the door so that in the morning he would not wake to find a cat sitting on his chest and a pig’s snout nuzzling his face. He then went quickly to bed, where Moonlight was waiting for him with eyes that radiated love and a smile that spoke kindness. 

“Why am I this lucky?” Wenlong asked Moonlight before he blew out the candle. 

“We are lucky to have you,” she replied. 

After making love they talked before falling asleep. Wenlong learned that Moonlight had lived in a nearby village with her husband and their little girl. But when she gave birth to their second child, also a girl, there were complications, and Moonlight had died soon after. Her husband was too grieved to stay in the village, so he took the children and moved away. As a ghost, Moonlight could not stray far from her hometown, and so could not follow them. 

The next day Moonlight moved into Wenlong’s house. She cooked their meals, entertained guests, and showered Wenlong with love and kindness, erasing his doubts about falling in love and living with a ghost. 

In the days that followed Wenlong had, at all times of the day and night, many visitors. They brought gifts and food; some would stay for a meal and tea, and others would stay for a day or two. Wenlong recognized many of them as village elders who had passed away. Others were strangers, some wearing clothing and speaking in ways that told Wenlong they had lived in centuries past. These guests kept the others mesmerized with their stories of ancient emperors, beautiful concubines, and valiant generals. Though they were all ghosts, they were all just as real and warm as living neighbors. They made Wenlong’s home a lively place, and made Wenlong very happy. 

Wenlong’s happiness increased tenfold when Moonlight told him that she was pregnant, and he was overwhelmed with joy months later when she gave birth to twin baby girls. Moonlight named them Peony and Lily. They were just as pretty as their mother, and Wenlong loved them dearly. 

One evening, despite the lively conversation going on inside his home, Wenlong heard a scratching at his door. He went outside and followed his cat to a corner of the courtyard. There in the light of his lantern Wenlong could see that his duck had died. He picked up the bird and went into the bamboo garden along with his cat and his pig. After burying the duck, and after wiping a tear from his cheek, Wenlong returned to his home, his family and his friends. 

Moonlight, sensing that something was wrong, poured a cup of wine, handed it to Wenlong, and raised her own cup. All the guests became quiet, thinking that Moonlight was going to propose a toast. 

“Chen Wenlong, do you love us?”

“Yes, of course I do,” replied Wenlong without hesitation. 

“And would like to stay with us – me, your lovely daughters, your friends – forever?”

“Nothing could make me happier,” said Wenlong. 

“Then you must drink this,” said Moonlight. She passed her hand over Wenlong’s cup of wine and it changed from red to white. “Drink this and you will be one of us, and will be with us forever.”

Wenlong thought about this for a moment. “But you are all – ”

“Your family and your dear friends,” interrupted Moonlight. 

Wenlong gazed into her loving eyes – trying to let her love pour over him and snuff out the bit of doubt that glowed like an ember in his heart. Out of the corner of his eye Wenlong saw that he had left the door open. He gazed beyond Moonlight and saw his cat and his pig, sitting just outside in the fading light of evening, watching him. Wenlong set down his cup and went to them. 

The next morning Wenlong woke up alone in his bed, with his cat on his chest, his pig beside the bed, and his duck perched on the pig’s back. 

“I had the strangest dream,” he said to them. But his animals didn’t want to hear about his dream, because they were hungry and wanted their breakfast. They were simply happy that Chen Wenlong was awake and there with them. 

Jia 

Jia!

Chinese is a tonal language, and I read that one should speak it with exuberance. If a pair of Chinese people seem to be shouting it’s because they want to make the tones clear; they shout to be understood. 

So I shout, hoping that Jia understands me. But what I don’t understand is why she sits there crying, ignoring me, while I shout her name. Oh well, I can’t say I know much about women, even after all these years. I’m sure she will eventually understand me – if I get the tones right. 

There’s much at stake here. Jia is my Queen Mother of the West, and I love her like Yi the Archer loves the goddess Girl Lovely. And if I offend her with my American accent and clumsy tai chi moves, she will not hesitate to push me off a thousand leagues, or deliver a blow that will upset my balance forever. 

But I must tell you that my Jia would never do that, because she loves me – my graceless tones, awkward moves and all. Now if she would just stop crying and hear me. Jia! 

I want to tell her that I have finished the story. This will make us both laugh. If others were in the room they wouldn’t have a clue – it’s our joke. I won’t even need to mention the title. We both know it is “Jia”. 

My first memory of Jia is of a photograph she emailed to me soon after we’d met. She claimed she was a tai chi master and she wanted to show me. Maybe the photo was something of a warning, too, because of the sword – “Don’t trifle with me!” You know I have not, my love. See how old and happy we are. 

I was struck dumb by the image when I first saw it, as I am today: a young Chinese woman dressed in white silk, perched on top of a flat gray rock, the green-gray water of the San Francisco Bay behind her, in a perfect tai chi posture – one leg straight and firmly anchored on the rock, the other bent at the knee, poised. Her right hand grips a long tai chi sword; bright pink tassels hang from its hilt. Two fingers of her left hand press against her right wrist, stabilizing the sword. All is gray and blue and white, but the bright pink is echoed by two splashes of color: the pink stripes on her white athletic shoes, and the artfully applied matching pink lipstick. She is smiling with a cheerful confidence that’s as foreign to me as her language.

I told her after our first date that I was going to write a story about a beautiful Chinese woman named Jia, who teaches tai chi, Chinese, and the guzheng, the Chinese zither. Jia asked me to let her be the first to read it. I promised her that I would, but told her that it might take me a long time to write it, because I knew only the story’s beginning – not how the story would develop, nor how it would end. 

There’s another reason this story has taken so long to finish. I wanted to include in it a reference to Zhuangzi’s butterfly story. 

Once Zhuangzi dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn't know he was Zhuangzi. Suddenly he woke up and there he was, solid and unmistakable Zhuangzi. But he didn't know if he was Zhuangzi who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuangzi. Between Zhuangzi and a butterfly there must be some distinction! This is called the Transformation of Things.

The problem is, despite having read the tale many times, and commentaries as well, I have never really understood it. How can I weave the tale into my story when its meaning eludes me? 

Throughout the years, with Jia by my side, I have watched butterflies flitting about on spring mornings, I have dreamed, and I have been transformed – sometimes willingly, other times not. Yet my gray hair has not conferred upon me the wisdom to unlock the mystery of this tale. 

And throughout the years ran our private joke. 

“So, have you finished my story?” she would ask me, referring to it as her story – and it was! 

“Not yet,” I would always reply, “But soon. I’m making progress.” 

The years flew by with their spring mornings, butterflies, dreams, and laughter. I learned Chinese and tai chi – both poorly. I even learned how to play the pipa, so that we could play duets: “Moon Over Western River” and “Old Joe Clark”. These days I can neither play the pipa nor do the “Strum the Pipa” tai chi posture very well. 

I can’t remember now how many trips we made to China – to see her parents, her sister, her nieces and nephews, and then later on to place flowers and burn paper money at her parents’ graves, or just to be camera-clicking tourists. On one trip Jia froze in “White Crane Spreads its Wings” beside a soldier of the Terracotta Army. She became so still that for a moment she resembled one of the many clay soldiers prepared to help Emperor Qin rule another empire in the afterlife.

Now our son’s hair is turning gray and his daughter will soon have a son of her own. Jia has promised our son that she will teach the child tai chi as soon as he can walk – for balance is the essence. 

I see that she is starting to move through the postures. That’s good – doing tai chi always calms her. She moves deftly through a Chen style routine, brushing a gray lock of hair from her eyes. No simple Yang style for her – “Tai chi for old people,” she once called it.

I remember my first tai chi lesson. We had strolled through the Berkeley campus, taking pictures of Sather Tower and each other, listening to the campanile, and naming things in English and Chinese: tree – shu, squirrel – song shu, friend – pengyou, love – ai . . .  Frustration wrinkled Jia’s brow as she struggled to speak and understand my illogical and unmusical language.  

On a shaded terrace I gave her a lesson in night club two-step. One and two, one and two, yi he er, yi he er . . . Then Jia stood in the center of the terrace while I sat on a low wall and watched. She breathed deeply and transformed into a different person. As she moved through the tai chi forms all the earlier hesitancy vanished, and she was simultaneously a young woman, an old master, a tiger, a butterfly. I thought she might fly up into the air. I was speechless and filled with ai. 
Lest she leave me thinking this was nothing more than mere ballet, Jia told me to attack her, so that I could see a different aspect of tai chi. I protested that I didn’t want to hurt her, but she insisted. I tried to throw a punch, but in a split second she had my right arm in a vice grip, and could have snapped my radius and ulna like they were toothpicks had she been “playing” tai chi for real. 

But what is this? The tears continue to flow down her cheeks. She moves with the grace of a butterfly and the strength of a tiger, yet she weeps like a child. Perhaps Mao Mao knocked over and broke her favorite vase. Or did I say something stupid? And though we’re both long used to that, let me say I’m sorry – a hundred times for every tear that falls. 

Well, she’ll stop crying soon I’m sure. And then I will tell her the story, “Jia”, because I feel that its end is becoming clear to me. But first, I simply must investigate that open window, through which drifts the smells and sounds of spring. The plum tree is covered with blossoms, the swallows dart here and there, and a blue jay squawks loudly – perhaps the tree holds a nest of baby jays and Mao Mao is crouched nearby. I will just slip out for a bit and have a look, and when I return I will tell you the story. Okay? Jia? 

Look! Who knew that when we grow old we gain the power to fly? Look at me! My old wife, stop crying. If I can do this in my infirm state, surely you, my butterfly, my tiger, surely you can fly too. Let’s go out into the sun together. Come, take my hand! Jia! 

She had been folding his T-shirts for the last time when she saw it flutter in and settle on his favorite chair. She made herself do tai chi, the old and martial Chen style. She knew that it calmed him to watch her form life with her hands, to speak mysteries with her movements, to make things balanced and peaceful in herself, in this house, in this world. 

The butterfly waited patiently in silence until she had finished. She watched it flutter out into the sun. She picked up what he had left on the chair before going to the hospital, or what he had transformed into: a story of only a few pages, yellowed with age, and finished at last.   

