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Chapter 78

An Old Scholar at Leisure
Has Eulogies Composed
His Unorthodox, Witless Son
Laments the Hibiscus

After the two abbesses had taken the young actresses away, Lady
Wang called to pay her morning respects to the Lady Dowager. And
finding her in a good mood she reported:

“Baoyu’s maid Qingwen has grown up now, and this last year or so
she’s kept falling ill. I’ ve noticed too that she’s saucier and lazier than
the others. Recently she was ill again for over ten days, and the doctor
diagnosed it as consumption; so then and there I dismissed her with in-
structions not to come back when she’s better, giving her to her family to
marry off. I also took it on myself to send away those few young ac-
tresses. Because, on account of their theatrical training, they talked in a
wild way we don’t want our girls to hear; and as they performed for us
here for a time, it wouldn’t have been right to ask for money for them. In
any case, we have too many maids. If we need more in future, we can
always pick a few others.”

“Quite right and proper.” The old lady nodded approval. “Exactly
what I had in mind myself. But I always thought Qingwen a very nice
girl. How could she have turned out so badly? She struck me as smarter
than the other maids, with a ready tongue too and better at needlework
the best choice as a concubine for Baoyu in future. Who could have
dreamed that she’d change for the worse?”

“You made the right choice, madam, only she wasn’t fated to have
such good fortune. That’s why she contracted this illness. As the saying
goes, ‘A girl changes eighteen times before reaching womanhood.” And
the smarter the girl, the more out of hand she’ll get. You must have seen
many such cases.

“Three years ago when I thought about this question too, she was my
first choice. No one’s a match for her in other ways, it’s just that she’s
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a bit flighty. For steadiness and propriety, Xiren comes first. Though what’s
wanted in a wife is virtue, they say, and in a concubine beauty, still it’s
better to choose a girl with a sweet disposition and steady character.
Xiren may not be up to Qingwen in looks, yet she’s the best for Baoyu’s
chamber. Trustworthy, too, and honest. These last few years she’s never
once led Baoyu into mischief. In fact, whenever he does wrong she tries
her best to dissuade him — after watching her for two years I know this
for certain. That’s why I secretly stopped her pay as a maid and gave
her two taels a month from my own allowance, so that she’d understand
and look after him even better. I didn’t make it public for two reasons:
partly because Baoyu’s young, and if his father knew of this he might
think it bad for his studies; partly because if she was known to be his
concubine she wouldn’t dare gainsay him, and Baoyu would carry on
more wildly than ever. This is why I didn’t report it to you earlier.”

The Lady Dowager smiled.

“If that’s the case so much the better. Xiren’s always been so quiet
I felt she was rather stupid; but as you know her so well you can’t be
wrong. I’m all in favour, too, of not letting Baoyu know. None of us must
mention this, just let it be understood. I'm well aware that in future Baoyu
won’t listen to his wife’s or concubines’ advice. I can’t understand him
either. I’ve never known another child like him. One expects a boy to be
mischievous, but this extraordinary liking he has for maids has been
preying on my mind. I’'m for ever finding him fooling about with them. At
first I thought this intimacy was because he’d grown big enough to know
about sex; but watching him more closely I realized that wasn’t the rea-
son, which makes it even odder. Could it be that he was really meant to
be born a girl....”

This set every body laughing. Then Lady Wang went on to describe
how Jia Zheng had praised Baoyu today and taken the boys out with him
to pay a call. This pleased the old lady still more.

Soon Yingchun, dressed to go out, came to take her leave. Then Xifeng
arrived to pay her respects and wait upon the old lady as she had break-
fast. They chatted till it was time for her siesta, when Lady Wang called
Xifeng over to ask her whether she had prepared her pills.

“Not yet,” was the answer. “I’m still taking herb-cordials. But don’t
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you worry, madam. I'm much better.”

Lady Wang believed her, having seen that she looked more energetic.
She told her of Qingwen’s dismissal.

“How come you didn’t know that Baochai — of her own accord
— had moved home to sleep with her mother?” she continued. “A
couple of days ago I made a search of all the other apartments in the
Garden. And, just imagine, [ found young Lan’s new nurse a regular
vamp! I didn’t like the look of her at all. So I urged your sister-in-law to
send her packing, as in any case he’s big enough now not to need so
many nurses. And I asked her, ‘Surely you knew about Baochai’s leav-
ing?”

“She said yes, but Baochai had told her she’d be coming back in a
few days, once Aunt Xue was better. Actually, there’s nothing much the
matter with Aunt Xue apart from that chronic cough and backache of
hers which she gets every year. So Baochai must have moved out for
some other reason. Do you think somebody offended her? She’s a senstive
child, and it would be too bad if we offended her after living together for
so long.”

“Why should anyone offend them for no reason?” asked Xifeng cheer-
fully. “They spend all their time in the Garden, so if there has been any
misunderstanding it must be among themselves.”

“Can Baoyu have been tactless?” wondered his mother. “He’s such
a simpleton, so lacking in scruples, that in a fit of excitement he may have
spoken wildly.”

“Don’t worry so much about him, madam. When Baoyu goes out on
business, he may talk and behave like a simpleton. But when he’s at
home with all these girl cousins of his, or even with the maids, he’s most
considerate to them, afraid of giving offence. So no one could possibly be
annoyed by him.

“I think Baochai must have left because of the search the other night,
naturally concluding that we didn’t trust certain people in the Garden. As
she’s a relative, we could hardly search her servants. But for fear that
her household might be suspected, being sensitive as she is she took her
self off so as to avoid suspicion. And quite right, too.”

Convinced by this estimate, Lady Wang lowered her head and after
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some reflection told a maid to invite Baochai over. She explained about
the recent search to set her niece’s mind at rest then urged her to move
back into the Garden.

“I’d been meaning to move out for some time,” said Baochai with a
smile. “Only I didn’t find the occasion to ask you, as you have so much
important business to attend to. But that day, as it happened, my mother
was unwell again and our only two reliable maids were ill; so I took the
chance to move out. Now that you know about it, I can explain the rea-
son and ask leave today to move my things out too.”

Neither Lady Wang nor Xifeng would hear of this.

“Don’t be so stubborn!” they cried laughingly. “What you should
really do is move in again, not let something so inconsequential come
between us.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.” Baochai rejoined. “I didn’t
leave because of anything that happened here, but because my mother’d
been feeling less energetic and at night she had nobody to rely on but me.
Besides, my brother will soon be getting married. There’s a lot of needle-
work to do, his rooms still have to be furnished, and I have to help her
with all the preparations. You know, aunt and Cousin Xifeng, how it is in
our family and that I’'m not fibbing.

“For another thing, after I moved into the Garden that small side
gate in the southeast corner was kept open for me to go through; but
other people wanting to take a short cut could use it too, and there was
nobody to make a check there. If trouble had come of it, it would have
been awkward for both families.

“Besides, my moving into the Garden to sleep was of no great conse-
quence. A few years ago we were all young and I had no business at
home, so I was better off here than outside, able to do needlework with
the other girls and amuse myself with them — that was better than
sitting idly at home by myself. Now we’ve all grown up and have our
different tasks. Moreover, these years you’ve had various troubles, aunt.
And the Garden is too big for you to keep an eye on everything. The
fewer the people there, the less you need worry. So now I've not only
made up my mind to move out, but I’ll venture to advise you , aunt, to cut
down as far as possible, for that won’t make us lose face. It seems to me
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that much of this expenditure in the Garden could be avoided. After all,
times have changed. You know our family well, aunt — we weren’t as
badly off as this in the old days!”

Xifeng after hearing this said to Lady Wang, “She’s right. We needn’t
insist.”

Lady Wang nodded.

“I’ve no anawer to that. Just do as you think fit.”

At this point Baoyu came back with the other boys.

“My father is still feasting,” he said. “As it will soon be growing dark,
he told us to come home first.”

Lady Wang hastily asked, “Did you make any gaffes today?”

“No,” he answered with a smile. “Not only that but I’ve brought
back a lot of loot.”

Then some old serving-women fetched in from the pages at the inner
gate the presents the young masters had received. Lady Wang saw these
were three fans, three fan-pendants, six boxes of writing brushes and
ink-tablets, three strings of scented beads and three jade rings,which Baoyu
explained had been given them by Academician Mei, Vice-Minister Yang
and Secretary Li — one set apiece. He then pulled a talisman, a small
sandalwood Buddha, from his pocket.

“This was a gift just for me from the Duke of Jingguo.”

Lady Wang asked what guests had been there and what poems they
had written, then took the three boys to pay their duty visit to the old lady,
ordering the servant carrying Baoyu’s presents to accompany them.

The Lady Dowager, delighted, inevitably cross-examined them too.
Baoyu was so worried about Qingwen, however, that after answering
her questions he told her that his bones ached after riding.

“Go back quickly then,” urged the old lady. “Once you’ve changed
your clothes and rested, you’ll feel better. But mind you don’t lie down.”

Thereupon Baoyu hurried back to the Garden.

Sheyue and Qiuwen had been waiting in the old lady’s place with two
younger maids. When Baoyu left they followed him, Qiuwen carrying his
presents.

“How hot it is!” he kept complaining.

While walking he took off his hat, belt and outer garment, which Sheyue
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