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PROLOGUE MY MOTHER'S BETROTHAL

In our village the Princes’ Fair held every autumn was one of the most
festive of our religious observations. But this year the Princes’ Fair was a
source of disappointment to many.

Now we saw a troop of umbrella-bearers passing by in the procession.
These were only the old satin umbrellas provided by the various families
of the village, nothing very novel. Everyone was saying that folks at the
Hengyu silk store had had a special umbrella made, studded with real
pearls, but they were afraid to produce it for the occasion for fear of
Master Three’s disapproval.

There were four troops of K'unshan Opera singers this year, which
was not a bad showing. The singers and musicians were all dressed in
what was called “half-length gowns,” with white bamboo-cloth tops and
lower halves made of lake-colored silk. From the small finger of each
performer was suspended an exquisite little fan of speckled-bamboo
frame, and these fans dangled to and fro beneath the bamboo flutes and
mouth-organs as the players marched playing along.

For theatricals this year there were six productions, all of them “straight
dramas” and not one comedy. This was also in deference to Master Three’s
wishes. The boys in the back village had wanted to stage a selection from
the naughty “Emerald-Screen Hill,” but rather than risk being talked to by
Master Three, had changed it to a heroic episode from The Romance of
the Three Kingdoms. As it was, under the hot sun of the Seventh Month,
even the sedate ladies of this show soon appeared bedraggled, and there
would not have been much chance for saucy P’an Ch'iao-yiin of “Emerald-
Screen Hill” to have displayed herself to advantage. Still, in the heart of the
assembled onlookers there was this lingering regret: what a pity that that
handsome lad Hsiao-Ti from back village was not to have been given a

chance to impersonate P'an Ch'iao-yiin!



But the greatest let-down of this year was that there were no “elevated
floats” at all. The back village folks had long since rehearsed a couple of
tableaux for the floats called “The Dragon-Tiger Battle” and “Sweeping
the Tombs” No one had expected that when Master Three came home
this year and saw the fair grounds he remarked that it would be quite
dangerous for youngsters to be play-acting on those highly-raised
platforms, lest they fall off under the effect of the heat. He had vigorously
opposed it, and the elevated floats had to be dropped. -

The noisy bands and the K'unshan Opera troupes passed by one after
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another, and so did the theatrical productions. Then came the sedan-chair
bearing the shrine of the Princes. The onlookers by the wayside prodded
their children and shouted to one another: “Bow down! Bow down!” And
the multitude of men, women and children, in their homespun cloth
of white-and-blue patterns, all clapped their hands together and made
obeisance.

Right behind the shrine chair came the pilgrims. Some were dressed
in long gowns of summer-cloth, holding the incense sticks cupped in
their hands; some in short jackets, bearing incense-burners in which
were burnt incense spirals. There were still others with deeper pledges
to God which they were here today to redeem by the extreme sacrifice
of “hanging incense” These people all wore white cotton jackets on top
of red-and-green cotton skirts, so that from the distance you could
hardly tell the men from the women. Their incense-burners were hung
by brass hooks which were sunk into the flesh of their wrists, smeared
with incense ashes to avoid bleeding. This year there were especially
many pilgrims who came to “hang incense”—some with the burner
hooked to the left wrist, some with one to each wrist, some with only a
small incense-burner, while others even had two burners on one wrist
in a greater effort to demonstrate their faith by enduring suffering.
These were all devout pilgrims with pledges to redeem: they walked
for miles behind the shrine chair, the incense-burners hanging from
their wrists, and although there were attendants following to cool them
off with the fan now and then, a pilgrim would drop by the wayside,
prostrate by the heat.

* * * * *

Feng Shun-ti held her little brother by the hand and stood beside her aunt
on a stone ledge to watch the procession. She was a girl of fourteen, whose
home was ten /i away in Middle Village. This aunt of hers was married here
in Upper Homestead, whose turn it was this year to conduct the fair, and she

and her brother had been invited over by the relatives to see the fair.



A daughter of the farm, fourteen-year-old Shun-ti had learned much
from the experience of poverty and had early acquired an adult’s good
sense. As she stood there by the wayside she listened to the various
comments on the fair, and it seemed that every sentence had something
to do with Master Three. “Master Three is home for the fair this year, and
he sure spoilt the fair for us all” “Isn’t that the truth? No floats, even!”
“Before Master Three got home the opium dens over in Eight Town
had all closed down; the gambling places also didn’t dare stay open. No
gambling, no opium-smoking at a Seventh Month fair—that’s something

that has not happened in years”
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The villagers gathered for the fair carried on with one comment after
another, and all of this talk was absorbed by the attentive Shun-ti. She
thought in her heart: Master Three must be quite a man, if he can make
the gambling and opium places afraid to open their doors.

Now the procession of the fair was over, and the crowd slowly
dispersed. Suddenly she heard a voice murmur: “Here comes Master
Three!” She looked up, and saw that people were falling back right and left
to make way for the newcomer and heard many voices raised in greeting,
“Master Three!”

Two men walked up. One was a big, middle-aged man, with bronzed
complexion, some short whiskers, and a compelling light in his eyes
that made people avoid his glance; he had on a loose-fitting jacket and
trousers and a pair of hemp sandals, and in his hand he held a long pipe
stick. Walking with him was an old man of lean frame and a graying
beard, who wore the same type of short jacket and also held a long pipe.

Shun-ti’s aunt whispered to her, saying, “The dark one is Master
Three; the other is Master Yiieh-chi, whose school is right in front of
our house. They say Master Three is a government official in the North,
way beyond the Great Wall, where no human beings live and where it’s
so cold in the winter your nose gets frozen off and so hot in the summer
mosquitoes are as big as flies. Master Three is a man who can stand all
the hardships and fears no sun nor wind. He has lived these many years
outside the Great Wall; his face got burnt as black as Lord Pao the Great
Judge”

By this time, Master Three and Master Yiieh-chi had come up in front
of the group and, having paused to exchange a final word, Master Three
walked on down the slope by himself. Master Yiieh-chi turned to greet
Shun-ti’s aunt, and walked home with the three of them.

Seeing Shun-ti, Master Yiieh-chi asked, “Sister Ts’an, is this your
Brother Chin-tsao’s little girl?”

“Yes. Shun-ti! Ch'eng-hou! Come and greet Master Yiieh-chi”

Catching sight of Shun-ti’s long braided hair, Master Yiieh-chi



exclaimed, “Sister Ts’an, look at this young lady’s hair, reaching all the way
to the ground. It speaks of good fortune! Good fortune! Promised to any
family yet?”

At this query Shun-ti’s face flushed a deep red and, taking her little
brother by the hand, she ran on ahead, oblivious of her aunt.

The good woman quickened her steps, calling after them, “Watch

out you don’t fall!” and, turning to Master Yiieh-chi, “No, not promised

ESOA, —a, fth—1a, IMBEBFELE, o8, =%
EBR—NTAENA, RENEHIREIEREIFI T,

SERET, RRYHBET . BAMBFAAEARSER, “=k4E
k7T dhigEEkk, RRE ENASDYGLEF—%K, RIFAF
BAERNY “=HRAE",

MAERTEMA. —TMaANDPEA, BFELER, FLEM,
RIRBEE, SATHEREM, hFESHAMEY, =HAM
ENET, HTEERGET, FEEE—TRBEE, bETH
B—NEEA, EESH, HOHAT, hFBEER, EESWRE,

06 & ah BRI, "N REN, 2=5%4%, BBHEBSE
&, HEERERNIROITE. WAR=,EAiLivfle, £
THEKE, ®ET/L T8, SR EFEABAHMT, EXREFA,
BRRARAN, BEXREKBETF, EARNBRETBHRLAK, ZXEBEE
&, TEBLFMER, EFBEREIMETILE, EREHREE LR
—$"

XEHE, ZREFBFEECER®N@aT, I {ERT —
aiE, ZRERBTEET: BT EENETRIBTIRZE NI,
IR TE X,

BEERERNTINGG, EiohE, "W, XERXEHENNE
F0g7 "

"B, N, WE, WEASEE,"

AEXRE—RENTINAREHAE, TREE, "WiEg, RE
XIEIRNL A — iR X2HRE 2RME! FTASEE? "

X— o BB ENFRLGD, hEEhEENFEAT I,
Nk ke

M —Me, “AEEKT! " BLXNASTEER, “EARLH



to anyone yet. She’s a fine girl, that child, and quite understanding. Our
Brother Chin-tsao always wanted to find her a nice husband, so she is
fourteen now and still not promised to any family”

“Why don’t you look up her Eight Characters for me?” Master Yiieh-
chi said to the aunt. “And let me take a reading for her and see. Don't
forget about it”

When he reached his own home he turned around and reminded her:
“Don't forget, now. Ask Brother Ts’an to have the girl’s Eight Characters

copied for me”

(2]

Shun-ti stayed in Upper Homestead until the end of the fair, and then
her uncle took the sister and brother back to Middle Village. In the hot
and long day of the Seventh Month, they did not start on their journey
until about sunset and by the time they had walked the ten /i or so to
reach home it was not yet completely dark.

Shun-ti’s mother had just locked the cow in the barn, and she now
hustled to entertain the uncle and put him up for the night.

“Papa not home yet?” asked Shun-ti.

“Chieh-chieh, let’s go and meet him!” Without waiting for the
mother’s reply, brother and sister dashed out of the house.

When they came to the edge of the village they spied their father
coming toward the village with a load of rocks. They ran up calling, “Papa,’
and sister and brother each took a rock from the father’s load and carried
it after him. The father carried his load to an old building site on his land,
where he emptied the rocks onto the slightly sunken ground. Then he
jumped in and laid the rocks level before he shouldered his carrying-pole
and empty baskets and made his way home.

“Was that the third load?” asked Shun-ti.

Her father nodded without comment, but only asked the children
how they liked the fair and if the show was any good, as they walked

home together.



