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Pear trees blossomed in Jorleen. The breeze in the early morning blew the dew and the flowers in the Chagon Road into shallow pools left by the heavy rain last night. A male servant, wearing blue clothes and black boots and carrying several silk garments, sneaked into the backyard of the mansion of the Fores.

The Fores well-known in Jorleen had been engaged in tea production and trading through three generations and had owned hundreds of hectares of tea fields outside town and a large number of shops inside town. The head Shangyee Fore used to be a tenant farmer and had made his business prosper since at the age of fifteen he married Miss Rachel Cheng, who was the daughter of a tea trader, and worked with his father-in-law. Rachel was a well-mannered and sensible lady but could not have children, so she let her husband date two other girls: one was Miss Willow whom he met during his business trip and the other was Miss Sallow who was a tenant farmer’s daughter and was forced to sleep with him.

Lady Willow was still a peach even in her forties and she had managed the mansion of the Fores since she had three sons. By contrast, Lady Sallow had one son and one daughter but she was not smart enough to gain her position in the family. She died of sadness several years ago.

The male servant in blue clothes was standing in the courtyard where Lady Sallow used to live. It had little sunshine and had no decorations. Bamboo sieves for tea drying were placed at one corner and some fresh tea buds could be seen. 

“I’m back, my young lord,” the servant said, knocking at the door.

A handsome young man, wearing light green clothes, holding a fan decorated with small paintings of a bridge and a river and framed with carving of willow branches, and with a half piece of white jade carved with moon and peonies tied onto his belt, walked out of the room. He was Gem Fore, the second son of the family. His mother was Lady Sallow and he was disliked by his father, but he was cheerful and clever. 

“Have you got the things I want?” the young man asked.

“Yes, including underpants!” the servant Sanbor replied, waggling the clothes. He had been serving Gem for eight years.

Gem nodded and looked at the thin bamboo poles at a corner, and Sanbor knew what to do next. The servant fastened the underpants on one pole and placed it in the gap between stones in the centre of the courtyard and let the underpants flutter in the wind. 

“Let’s go to see something interesting, Sanbor,” Gem said.

The Fores would burn incense and worship their ancestors on the first day and the fifteenth day of each lunar month for a good life and good fortune. Lady Rachel, wearing a purplish grey gown and a golden hairpin, supported by her husband with his hands, walked into the temple. She had been in poor health and had been so vulnerable to colds that she had been staying indoors for the whole winter.

“Good morning, my lady,” Lady Willow, resplendent with jewels, said humbly. Her greeting was ignored.

“I’m glad to see both of you,” Lady Rachel smiled with a nod, looking at Gem and Lily.

A young, thin girl, standing behind Gem, was Lily, the fifth daughter of the Fores. She and Gem were the children of Lady Sallow. 

“Good morning, my lady,” Lily said timidly. 

“You and Gem may call me auntie,” Her Ladyship replied amiably, holding Lily’s wrist. 

“Rachel has been ignoring me and my three sons but she has been liking the two kids of the dead Sallow,” Lady Willow whispered to her husband sourly.

The fifty-four-year-old Shangyee Fore looked like a gentleman but was overcautious and weak-minded, and he owed the good business of the Fores to his father-in-law’s competence. Lady Willow had been coveting the family business for her sons since Lady Rachel fell into bad health.

Her Ladyship had been controlling the business of the Fores while Shangyee had had to be a fence-straddler. 

He changed the topic and asked, “Where is Jack?”

“He has been preoccupied with work and learning,” Lady Willow said loudly on purpose, scowling at her husband, “and he must have burnt the midnight oil studying last night to become a man of knowledge, which was the dream of his father in childhood. He may be too tired to get up early. Shall I wake him up?”

Everybody heard that while Sanbor stifled a laugh but he had to keep quiet after his young master glanced at him. 

“Jack has been working hard for our family and he will need more rest,” Shangyee responded. He had been favouring Jack.

The solemn ancestral temple of the Fores had a rosewood altar flanked by two wooden armchairs and a horizontal inscribed board with the words “Do Not Scramble for Fame and Fortune” on the beam. That was the family motto left by the late Mr. Cheng who had given his wealth to his daughter and son-in-law and hoped that his offspring could live in harmony rather than in chaos caused by greediness. But fame and fortune would be too inviting to be resisted.

“Come out, Gem!” someone shouted. Everybody saw a man wearing a pink nightgown come in.

Lady Willow sulked.

“What’s up?” Gem asked.

The comer, Jack, the eldest son of the Fores, with a pockmarked face and odours of rouge and alcoholic stink overnight, was so cross that he had forgotten the important day.

“I’ll kick your ass, son of a bitch!” he cursed, grabbing Gem by the collar.

“Oh, how could you say that?” Gem asked calmly, covering his nose with his fan.

“Don’t play dumb! Have you had my clothes taken away?” Jack yelled. “Ms. Gin has told me about it!”

“Who is Ms. Gin, Sanbor?” Gem asked.

“She is the madam of the House of Paradise, which is a brothel!” Sanbor replied at once.

“I’ve known neither that place nor that woman!” Gem cried out. 

“Fuck!” Jack ranted, holding his underpants. “I’ve left you alone in these years but you have annoyed me! My underpants were in your courtyard. How did you get them?”

Gem stepped backwards disgustedly but kept calm. “Are they yours, Jack?” he asked, lifting the underpants with the handle of his fan and waggling them.

Lady Willow shouted and slapped Jack hard across the face before the latter could punch his younger brother. The man suddenly became sober.

“Mom ...”

“How dare you misbehave in front of your forefathers?” Lady Willow snapped. “Kneel down!” She would have scolded her son much earlier if she had not been stopped by her husband.

“Gem has framed me, dad!” Jack complained bitterly although his mother tried to hold him back. “He had my clothes taken away when I was busy with work, and he would make a fool of me!”

“Were you busy sleeping with a whore?” Shangyee snapped and then walked away.

Lady Rachel watched all this before she left with Lily. Gem saw Lady Willow staring at him fiercely when he stepped over the threshold.

“Have you seen the girls in the House of Paradise, Sanbor?” Gem asked, twirling his fan.

“Yes.”

“Were they appealing?”

“Yes, and sexy.”

“How?”

Sanbor mimicked those girls’ manner of walking while Gem guffawed and ignored the angry woman and left.
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Jack changed clothes in his room after he was humiliated in front of the temple. 

“You should have given a sharp retort to Gem, mom,” he complained. “He made me a laughing stock on purpose and dad would not have scolded me if I had been allowed to tell him the truth!”

“Tell me the details now,” Lady Willow said calmly, sitting on a sandalwood stool and ready to have tea.

“You asked me to do a part-time job in tea houses. The ministry councillor Mr. Sun came to town and would buy some aged tea. I wanted to seize the hard-to-get opportunity and raise prices, so I invited him to have fun in the House of Paradise. But I could not find my clothes including my underpants after I woke up!”

He was thumping the table angrily.

“How did you know that it had been done by Gem?” his mother asked.

“Ms. Gin told me. I was so furious that I would punch him, but I saw my underpants hanging on a bamboo pole. That must have been done by him, too!” 

“Did Ms. Gin tell you about it?” she asked doubtfully. 

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

“She said that Gem had his servant Sanbor threaten her. He broke in and made off with my clothes and humiliated me as an impetuous incompetent!” 

“You are stupid!” she shouted, smacking the tea cup down on the table. “I’ve told you that you should behave yourself and learn how to
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