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Chapter 21

Prudent Xiren Gently Takes
Baoyu to Task
Pretty Pinger Quietly Comes to
Jia Lian’s Rescue

As Xiangyun ran out of the room to escape Daiyu, Baoyu called after
her, “Mind you don’t fall! She can’t catch you.” He barred Daiyu’s
way at the door and urged with a chuckle, “Do let her off this time!”

“I’ll kill myself first,” she cried, tugging at his arm.

Seeing Baoyu blocking the doorway and Daiyu unable to get past,
Xiangyun stopped and called with a laugh, “Let me off, dear cousin,
please! Just this once!”

Baochai who had come up behind her chimed in, “Do make it up, both
of you, for Baoyu’s sake.”

“Not I!” cried Daiyu, “Are you all ganging up to make fun of me?”

“Who dares make fun of you?” countered Baoyu, “She wouldn’t if
you hadn’t teased her first.”

The four of them were still at loggerheads when a summons to dinner
arrived and they went through the dusk to the Lady Dowager’s quarters
where Lady Wang, Li Wan, Xifeng and the three Jia girls had already
assembled. After dinner they chatted for a while before retiring for the
night, and Xiangyun went back to Daiyu’s rooms, with Baoyu escorting
them there. It was after the second watch and Xiren had to hurry him
several times before he would return to his own room to sleep.

As soon as it was light next morning he scrambled into his clothes and
hurried over in his slippers to Daiyu’s quarters. Zijuan and Cuilu were
nowhere to be seen, and his two cousins were still sleeping. Daiyu lay
peacefully with closed eyes, snugly wrapped in an apricot-red silk quilt,
while Xiangyun’s black hair had tumbled all over the pillow, her quilt
barely reached her shoulders, and she had flung one white arm adorned
with two gold bracelets outside the covers.

“She fidgets even in her sleep,” he sighed. “If there’s a draught
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she’ll be complaining of a stiff neck again.” He gently pulled up the
covers.

Daiyu, awake now, had sensed someone’s presence and guessed that
it was Baoyu. Looking round to make sure she asked:

“What are you doing here so early?”

“Early? Get up and see what time it is.”

“You’d better go outside if you want us to get up.”

Baoyu withdrew to the sitting-room while Daiyu roused Xiangyun. As
soon as they were up and dressed he rejoined them and sat by the dress-
ing-table watching as Zijuan and Xueyan helped them with their toilet.
When Xiangyun finished washing. Cuilu picked up the basin to empty it.

“Wait!” cried Baoyu, “I may as well wash here to save the trouble of
going back to my room.”

He went over and leant down to wash his face but declined Zijuan’s
offer of soap, explaining, “There’s plenty in here, I don’t need any more.”
After dabbling for a while he asked for a towel.

“Still up to your old tricks,” teased Cuilu, “Will you never grow up?”

Ignoring this, Baoyu called for salt to brush his teeth and rinse his
mouth. This done, he saw that Xiangyun had finished doing her hair, so he
went over and begged her:

“Good cousin, do my hair for me, will you?”

“I can’t,” she said.

“Dear cousin, you did before,” he coaxed with a smile.

“Well, now I’ve forgotten how to.”

“I’m not going out today anyway, and I’m not going to wear a cap,”
he persisted. “Just plait it anyhow.”

He coaxed and wheedled her with endless terms of endearment until
Xiangyun took hold of his head and combed his hair. Since he wore no
cap at home, she simply plaited the short hairs round his head and looped
them together on top in one big queue tied with a crimson braid. This
braid was decorated with four pearls and had a golden pendant at the
end.

“There are only three of these pearls left,” she commented. “This
fourth one doesn’t belong to the set. I remember they used to match.
Why is one missing?”
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“I lost it.”

“You must have dropped it when you were out. How lucky for who-
ever picked it up!”

Daiyu washing her hands near by smiled ironically. “Who knows
whether it was lost or given to someone to mounted in a trinket?”

Instead of answering, Baoyu started playing with the toilet articles on
the dressing-table by the mirror, absent-mindedly picking up some rouge.
He was wondering if he could taste it without Xiangyun noticing when
she reached out from behind him and, holding his queue with one hand,
with the other knocked the rouge out of his grasp.

“Are you never going to change your silly ways?” she demanded.

Just then Xiren entered the room, but withdrew on seeing that Baoyu
had obviously finished his toilet. She went back and was attending to her
own when in came Baochai and asked her where he was.

“He’s hardly ever at home nowadays,” replied Xiren bitterly.

Baochai understood.

The maid went on with a sigh, “It’s all right to be fond of cousins, but
still there’s a limit. They shouldn’t play about together day and night. But
it’s no use our talking, we just waste our breath.”

Why, thought Baochai, judging by what she says this maid shows ex-
cellent sense.

She sat down on the kang to ask Xiren her age and where she came
from, carefully sounding her out on various subjects and receiving a most
favourable impression. But soon Baoyu returned, and then she took her
leave.

“You two seemed to be having a good chat,” said Baoyu to Xiren.
“Why did Cousin Baochai leave when I came in?”

Xiren did not answer till he repeated the question.

“Why ask me?” she retorted then, “Do I know what goes on be-
tween you?”

Baoyu saw she was not her usual self. “What’s made you so cross?”
he asked gently.

“Who am I to be cross?” Xiren smiled sarcastically. “But you’d bet-
ter keep away from here. There are others who’ll look after you, so
don’t bother me. I shall go back to wait on the old lady.” She lay down on
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the kang and closed her eyes.

In dismay Baoyu hurried to her side to soothe her, but she kept her
eyes shut and paid no attention to him. He was puzzling over this when in
came Sheyue.

“What’s the matter with her?” he asked.

“How should I know? Better ask yourself.”

This took Baoyu so aback that he said nothing. Then, sitting up, he
sighed, “All right. If you’re going to ignore me I'll go to sleep too.”

He left the kang and went over to his own bed. When he had been
quiet for some time and his regular breathing made Xiren sure he was
sleeping, she got up to put a cape over him. The next moment she heard
a soft thud. With closed eyes, still shamming sleep, he had thrown it off.
Xiren smiled knowingly and nodded.

“You needn’t lose your temper. From now on I'll play dumb and not
say one word against you — how about that?”

This goaded Baoyu into sitting up.

“What have I done now?” he demanded. “Why do you keep on at
me? I don’t mind your scolding, but you didn’t scold just now. When I
came in you ignored me and lay down in a huff — I’'ve no idea why.
Now you accuse me of temper, but I haven’t heard you say anything
against me yet.”

“You know perfectly well without my telling you.”

This tiff was cut short by a summons from the Lady Dowager. Baoyu
Joined her for a meal and managed to swallow half a bow] of rice before
going back to his quarters. He found Xiren asleep on the kang in the
outer room with Sheyue playing solitaire beside her. Knowing that the
two girls were good friends he ignored her too and raising the door cur-
tain went into his bedroom. When Sheyue followed him he pushed her
out.

“I wouldn’t think of troubling you.”

She withdrew with a smile and sent in two younger maids. Baoyu
curled up with a book until, wanting some tea, he raised his head and saw
the two girls standing there. The elder of the two had a certain delicate
charm.

“What is your name?” he asked.
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“Huixiang.”

“Who gave you that name?”

“My name used to be Yunxiang, but Sister Hua changed it to Huixiang.”

“You should be called Huiqi,' not Huixiang.? How many girls are
there in your family?”

“Four.”

“And where do you come?”

“I’m the youngest.”

“Then we’ll call you Sier, Number Four, and drop this business of
fragrance and of orchids. Which of you can compare with such flowers?
It’s an insult to them, calling you by their lovely names.”

Thereupon he ordered tea. Xiren and Sheyue, listening outside, com-
pressed their lips to check their laughter.

That whole day Baoyu stayed indoors moping, not playing about with
the girls of the house or his maids, just reading or writing to while away
the time. And instead of calling for any other attendants he gave all his
orders to Sier, who being a clever minx made full use of this chance and
put herself out to please him.

After dinner, flushed by a few cups of wine, Baoyu would normally
have amused himself with Xiren and the others; but this evening he sat all
alone, disconsolate, by the lamp. Although tempted to join the girls, he
was afraid that would make them gloat and give him even more talkings-
to in future, while if he threw his weight about as the young master that
would be too unkind.

“I’ll pretend they’re dead,” he resolved, “and I have to fend for
myself. That’ll leave me free to amuse myself as I please.”

Then he read the chapter “The House-Breaker” in Zhuangzi till he
came to the following passage:

“Do away with sages and wise men, and great robbers will disappear.
Destroy jade and pearls, and no petty thieves will arise. Burn tallies and
smash seals, and the people will revert to their natural simplicity. Break
measures and scales, and they will no longer quarrel. Abolish all the
sacred laws of the world and the people will discuss things freely.

“Confuse the musical scales, break harps and lutes, stop the ears of
good musicians, and all men under heaven will learn to hear for them-
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