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Ren the Fox Fairy

Ren the Fox Fairy

Shen Jiji®

Wei Yin, ninth son of the daughter of the Prince of Xin’an,
was a somewhat wild young lord and heavy drinker. His
cousin’s husband, Zheng, whose personal name is not known
but who was the sixth child of his family, had studied the
military arts and was also fond of wine and women. Since he
was poor and had no home of his own, he lived with his wife’s
family. Zheng and Wei were inseparable. In the sixth month
of the ninth year of the Tian Bao period (AD 750), they were
walking together through the capital on their way to a
drinking party in the Xinchang quarter, when Zheng, who
had some private business, left Wei south of the Xuanping
quarter, saying he would join him later at the feast. Then
Wei headed east on his white horse, while Zheng rode south

@ Shen Jiji (c. 750-800) was a native of Suzhou and a learned classical
scholar and historian. He is the author of The Story of the Pillow.
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Ren the Fox Fairy

on his donkey through the north gate of the Shengping
quarter.

On the road Zheng came upon three girls, one of whom,
dressed in a white gown, was exceedingly lovely. Pleasantly
surprised, he whipped up his donkey to circle round them,
but lacked the courage to accost them. Since the girl in white
kept glancing at him in what seemed an encouraging way, he
asked jokingly: .

“Why should such beautiful girls as you travel on foot?”

The girl in white countered with a smile; “If men with
mounts aren’t polite enough to offer us a lift, what else can
we do?”

“My poor donkey is not good enough for such lovely ladies
as you,” protested Zheng. “But it is at your disposal, and I
shall be glad to follow you on foot. ”

He and the girl looked at each other and laughed, and with
her two maids teasing them they were soon on familiar terms.
He went east with these young women to Leyuan Park, and
dusk had fallen by the time they reached a magnificent
mansion with massive walls and an imposing gate. The girl in
white went in, calling back over her s‘houlder, “Wait a
little!” One of her maids stayed at the gate and asked Zheng
his name. Having told her, he inquired the name of the girl
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Ren the Fox Fairy

and learned that her surname was Ren and that she was the
twentieth child in the family.

Presently Zheng was invited in. He had just tethered his
donkey at the gate and placed his hat on the saddle, when the
girl’s sister — a woman of thirty or thereabouts — came out
to greet him. Candles were set out, the table spread, and
they had drunk several cups of wine when the girl, who had
changed her dress, joined them. Then they drank a great deal
and made merry, and late at night they went to bed together.
Her coquetry and charm, the way she sang and laughed and
moved — it was all so exquisite, like something out of this
world. Just before dawn Ren said, “You had better go now.
My brother is a member of the royal conservatory of music
and serves in the royal guards. He’ll be home at daydreak and
he mustn’t see you. ” Having arranged to come again, Zheng
left.

When he reached the end of the street, the gate of that
quarter was still bolted. But there was a foreign bread shop
there where a light was burning and the stove had been lit.
Sitting under the awning, waiting for the morning drum,
Zheng began chatting with the shopkeeper. Pointing to where
he had spent the night, he asked, “When you turn east from
here you come to a big gate — whose house is that?”

“It’s all in ruins,” said the shopkeeper. “There’s no house
left. ” '

“But I was there,” insisted Zheng. “How can you say there
is no house?”
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Ren the Fox Fairy

The shopkeeper understood in a flash what had happened.
“Ah, now I seel” he exclaimed. “There’s a fox fairy there,
who often tempts men to spend the night with her. She has
been seen three times. So you met her too, did you?”

Ashamed to admit the truth, Zheng denied this. When it
was light he looked at the place again, and found the walls
and the gate still there, but only wasteland and a deserted
garden behind.

After reaching home he was blamed by Wei for not joining
him the previous day, but instead of telling the truth, Zheng
made up an excuse. He was still bewitched by the fairy’s
beauty, however, and longed to see her again, unable to drive
her image from his heart. About a fortnight later, in a clothes
shop in the West Market, he once more came upon her
accompanied by her maids. When he called out to her, she
tried to slip into the crowd to avoid him, but he called her
name repeatedly and pushed forward. Then, with her back to
him and her fan behind her, she said;: “You know who 1 am.
Why do you follow me?”

“What if I do?” asked Zheng.

“I feel ashamed to face you,” she replied.

“l love you so much, how could you leave me?” he

protested.



