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“I miss you so much, my dear Gem,” said Geson tenderly, touching Gem’s cheeks.

“Why did you refuse to see me again and again?” asked Gem.

“I ...”

Geson did not say more; instead, he kissed Gem affectionately, deep and long.

“Forgive me,” Geson explained after a while. “But I should not pull you into a dangerous place.”

Gem held Geson so tightly that the latter could feel the former’s strong heartbeat. Bang! A beam collapsed. Geson opened his eyes. Oh, it was a dream. Dawn came.

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 got 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. 

“Did you get the things I wanted?” asked the young man.

“Yes, including underpants!”replied the servant Sanbor, 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,” said Gem.

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,” said Lady Willow resplendent with jewels. 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,” said Lily timidly.

“You and Gem may call me auntie,” replied Her Ladyship 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,” responded Shangyee. 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?” asked Gem.

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?”asked Gem calmly, covering his nose with his fan.

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

“Who is Ms. Gin, Sanbor?” asked Gem.

“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 he walked away in a sulk.

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 my 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 get along with others. But even a procuress has refused to help you! How can I support you to scramble for the property of the Fores?”

“Ms. Gin helped me and told me about the whole thing,” he retorted.

“You are an idiot! Your father is just a businessman, not a high official. How could Sanbor, Gem’s servant, enter the House of Paradise at will and take away your clothes when there were security guards? Gem is a frequent visitor to the markets of flowers, birds, and aquatic products, and he is praised as a good man. He is smarter than you. Perhaps he has colluded with Ms. Gin to infuriate you and make you a laughing stock in the temple!”

He was confused but soon he realised that something must have been wrong. Ms. Gin, the madam of a brothel, should have kept it secret if one of her customers had lost his belongings in her house. But she told him in the early morning that his clothes had been stolen and then gave him a pink nightgown. He gnashed his teeth and was about to leave.

“What are you going to do?” his mother asked.

“I’ll kick Gem’s ass!”

“You are such a foolish, impetuous boy!” she snapped, grabbing him by the ear. “Gem will ensnare and destroy you after I die!”

“But I must fight back!” he shouted.

“Gem is a cunning man under the mask of a good man. He has embarrassed you in public and he will do much more.” 

“What do you mean?”

“He did not throw a stone at you until Rachel showed up. Has he been coveting the family wealth?” 

“That’s right. But he can’t do anything with his sick sister.”

She started to think about Lily instead of arguing with her son. Lily was the only daughter of the Fores. Her father did not love her mother but had hired a tutor to teach her knowledge and art since her childhood, and he hoped that she would become a refined lady.

Gem and Lily had a talk with Lady Rachel and then came to a pavilion in an artistically designed backyard which was built by their father, a great lover of horticulture. Gem appreciated the bonsai nurtured by himself for so long. 

“New branches from the Sageretia theezans?” Lily asked.

“Yes,” Gem replied. “It is a shade-enduring plant and enjoys sunshine and its roots can grow fast. The pot is large inside with more soil and eye-catching outside, and it is changed often. And the soil needs to be loosened frequently. All in all, it is a difficult job.”

She made tea for him. “It is not easy but you have been taking care of it for so many years,” she said smilingly. “You do like it.”

“Indeed.” The bonsai resembling an emerald was an elaborate thing for Gem.

She gave a white porcelain cup patterned with vines to him and enjoyed sightseeing with him, but she grew absent-minded.

“Do you like the bonsai?” he asked, tapping the stone table with his two fingers.

“You like it and I like it, too,” she replied nervously. 


“It’s yours now.”
“But you have been nourishing it for five years.” 

“You have been my younger sister for sixteen years. The bonsai is a gift to you.”

“Thank you very much. I ...”

“What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

“Just tell me.”

“I ... I’d like to know ...” she stammered, blushing.

“About Konlin, right?”

The girl’s face looked like a red rose. 

Konlin was the son of a tenant farmer who had been renting the tea fields of the Fores. He was attracted by Lily who was watching fish by the lake when he was just a little boy and came to the mansion of the Fores to pay the rent. Since then love had grown and they had been able to meet each other only once a month because of the gap between them. But she had been worried about Konlin since he did not show up this month.

“What has happened to him?” she asked anxiously.

“He gave me new tea the other day,” he replied, sipping his tea.

“He should have seen me when he came here.”

“He asked me to keep you in the dark.”

“But why?”

“Because his father would have him marry another girl.”

Lily became speechless and looked pale.  

“Don’t worry. Konlin has been so faithful to you that he has said no to that girl. But ...”

“Say it!” 

“You and Konlin have reached marriageable age,” he said, putting down the cup and looking at his uneasy sister. “Our father will have you marry another man if Konlin does not bring up proposal of marriage.”
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Lily’s soon-to-be-husband, who came from the prestigious Fang family in Chuchou, was chosen after half a month.

Good word of mouth was important to both bonsai and tea. There were four well-known families engaged in tea production and trading: the Fangs in Chuchou, the Taos in Yichou, the Hus in Mingchou, and the Fores in Gingchou. The Fangs were the top and provided tea and rice for the aristocrats. The eloquent Lady Willow chose a good husband for Lily and would have her marry Geson Fang, the head of the Fangs. Everybody knew, however, that Geson had been sitting in a wheelchair since he had an accident, and he might be impotent.

A bamboo-braided lamp was hanging in front of a narrow door at night while fragrance of tea was permeating the air. Bamboo clips, bamboo teaware, and a roller with tea crumbs were placed on the floor.

Gem had been engrossed in playing chess alone since he had lunch today. He used the white chess pieces with his left hand and the black ones with right hand. He started to feel cold after several hours had passed, but the final result was yet to come.

“It’s time to sleep, my young lord,” Sanbor said, holding a hot cup of tea.

“Wait a minute,” Gem said, too absorbed to sleep.

“The cooking team members said even Lady Rachel had agreed with Miss Lily’s marriage,” Sanbor continued. “Her Ladyship should have protected your sister from the pit of hell.”

He failed to persuade Gem to sleep early but prattled on about the marriage. “It is said that Geson Fang is a moody, mad, and foolish weirdo. Their family business has fallen into decline and your sister’s life will be ruined if she marries him. Lady Willow is too wicked.”

The Fangs used to call the shots and keep up good relations with other families through tea tasting events. They had, however, been locking themselves in their mansion and had been losing their prominence since Geson started to lead their family. A lame man preferred to stay indoors.

“Have you ever met him, my young lord?” Sanbor asked.

“Yes, in my childhood.”

“Was he a bad person like rumours said?”

“Rumours are not true,” Gem said, holding a black chess piece.

“I don’t give a hoot about his health condition if the bride is someone else, my young lord,” Sanbor continued. “But your younger sister, who has been deeply in love with another man, will be forced to marry Geson. Don’t you know how sad she is?”

Someone was walking outside. Sanbor went out holding a lantern without asking any question. Few people knew the back door of the mansion of the Fores and few visitors would come here at midnight. The comer must be Konlin who had learned of the arranged marriage and would need help.

Sanbor opened the door and saw the plainly-dressed, tall Konlin. The latter nodded to the former and then walked towards Gem quickly. The young lord let the man sit down.

“Why do you come here late at night?” Gem asked, sipping his tea.

“I ... I’m ... still worried, sir,” Konlin stammered.

“About what?” the young master asked, putting a black piece on the chessboard.

“My father did not have a matchmaker find a good girl for me,” Konlin replied anxiously. “But you told Lily that my father had done that. Would she get so angry that she might marry Geson Fang?” 

“Do you doubt my sister’s affections for you?” Gem asked.

“No! Even though she and I are ...”

“Faithful to each other.”

“What should I do if she were forced to marry that man?” Konlin cried out, holding back his tears.

“Go home now and she will be with you soon,” Gem said, giving a handkerchief to him. “You must cherish her and let her take good care of the bonsai.” And then he entered his own room.

“When did my young master tell you about the arranged marriage of his sister?” Sanbor asked in puzzlement.

“Before the Spring Festival,” Konlin replied.

“Really?” Sanbor cried out in surprise. “But I did not know that at all!”

“He asked me to get ready to elope with Lily,” Konlin said with hidden happiness.

Sanbor was still puzzled after Konlin left. He came from an impoverished family and became a beggar, and he got caught by Gem one day when he was so hungry that he tried to steal some steamed bread. Later he served Gem and since then he had understood his master. But now he could not figure out his master’s plan.

Gem had embarrassed Lady Willow and her son in the ancestral temple, so she chose a handicapped man to be Lily’s husband to get even with the girl’s brother. Konlin said, however, that Gem had thought of the woman’s scheme before the Spring Festival. Was Gem a fortune teller? Did Gem infuriate Lady Willow intentionally so that he could let Konlin and Lily be together even though they could not hold a wedding? Lily would have to have an arranged marriage sooner or later. Gem made up a story that Konlin’s father had had a matchmaker choose a girl for his son so that Lily would be determined to elope with Konlin. All this was Sanbor’s thinking, and he admired his master’s wisdom and consideration for his younger sister. He rushed into the room and would tell Gem that he was blessed to serve such a good master as him and would always be loyal to him, but he was so astonished that he fell over when he saw his master.

“What are you doing, my young lord?” Sanbor exclaimed, getting to his feet.

“I’m looking in the mirror and putting on my makeup,” Gem said imperturbably, “for practice now.”

“But why?”

“I’ll be the bride.”
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After five days, a servant said that Miss Lily had been gone, leaving only one letter.

The girl’s father was pacing the courtyard nervously while Lady Rachel was sitting in the important position and reading the letter. 

“What should we do?” Lady Willow said hypocritically, sitting in the less important position and sipping her tea. “The betrothal presents of the Fangs will soon arrive here. They cannot be offended even though their influence has been declining.”

“It’s your fault, Willow!” Shangyee cried out. “You should not have rushed to find a husband for Lily!”

Lady Willow wanted to thump the table but had to subdue her anger when Lady Rachel was still sitting nearby. “I would not have taken great efforts to contact the Fangs if you had not agreed with it, and I hoped that your daughter could have a happy marriage. You should not have blamed me for her elopement.”

Shangyee became speechless. He allowed Lady Willow to find a good husband for Lily, but he had never thought that his lovely daughter should elope with the guy who was the son of a poor farmer.

“Did you know that Lily had had a sweetheart?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“What you had done has forced Lily to go!”

“She has given up the chance of having a good, rich husband,” Lady Willow cried. “But I am not your punching bag!”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly. He always scapegoated others.

Gem was asked to come up with a solution but he was enjoying himself in the drawing room. “Your younger sister has run away from home but you are still careless about that!” his father snapped.

“Shall I find her?” he said, looking at Lady Willow.

“You don’t have to do it,” she said after a moment of consideration. “I’ve had servants search for her, and you will stay at home and wait for news of her. But we must have a substitute for her if we can’t find her.”

“Who can be the substitute?” Shangyee yelled.

“We only have one daughter,” Lady Willow said unctuously. “Things would get worse if we chose an outsider. Oh, I remember that you and Geson were childhood friends, Gem.”

“That’s right,” Gem said.

“Both of you were such good friends!” Lady Willow said, gnashing her teeth. She clearly remembered that the two naughty kids threw Jack into a river. Geson helped Gem get her Achilles’ heel and since then Gem had put her in the dry tree for so many years. It served them right that Geson became crippled and Gem was disliked by his father.

“Gem had seen Geson on tea tasting events,” Shangyee said. “The two boys played with pets and led Lily onto roofs and trees.”

“They were just kids,” Lady Willow added sanctimoniously. “For their childhood friendship, let Gem sit in the bridal sedan chair if Lily can’t be found.”

“Let Gem be the bride?” the husband asked.

“Yes,” she explained. “There must be a bride. Gem and Geson used to be good friends, and things can be made clear after Gem arrives at the mansion of the Fangs. If the chair were empty, the Fores would be criticised for disregarding the prestigious Fang family after the old Mr. Fang passed away. We should not fall victim to a pretext for gossip.”

“What will come after the wedding?” he asked hesitatingly.

“Geson can divorce Gem later,” she said carelessly.

“That would become an embarrassment!” he retorted angrily.

“Let Gem come up with a solution,” she said lightly.

Shangyee became speechless and he was still concerned about his son’s marriage although he disliked him.

“I’ll do something for our family regardless of the result,” Gem said earnestly, watching his father’s hesitation. “And I’ll obey my father and Lady Rachel.”

Shangyee had to listen to Lady Rachel. The latter put down the letter and asked Gem to come to her room and then had a maid serve tea.

“You are a smart boy, Gem,” Her Ladyship said kindly, tapping his forehead.

“Really?” he asked wittily.

“You have been thinking about someone else when you are living in our house.”

“I just want to do the right thing.”

“To be Geson’s bride?”

“Yes.”

“I feel pity for Geson,” Her Ladyship said with a sigh. “And I wonder if he can still remember your happy days in childhood after so many years have passed.”

“Those days have been engraved upon my heart, and that’s the most important thing.”

“You have played a trick on Willow. She intended to drive you away but she has been fooled by you. What’s more, she has spent all her money contacting the Fangs.”

“But she has facilitated my plan.”

“How?”

“She is astute and jealous of others’ good life and has been itching to throw me out. She used Lily’s marriage as a pretext and chose Geson for Lily. What’s more, she had known that my younger sister would elope with Konlin, and at last she would let me be the bride.”
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Lady Willow persuaded her husband to let Gem be the bride if Lily could not be found, and she said that Geson must not divorce Gem so that the reputation of the Fores could be upheld.

One memorial tablet of the late Mr. Cheng was placed on the altar of the ancestral temple. The Fores, which had less than twenty members, would have Gem marry Geson and would not allow him to return for the sake of the family honour.

Stevedores resumed their work after several days of rest because of too much rain in spring. A thin, bouncy man in his fifties with a slight stoop came to the riverside three days in a row, and he would watch the ships and wait for someone after he arrived. The river was sourced from an area 20 miles outside Chuchou and it was a convenient transportation hub for business and passengers.

“Are you waiting for the bride, Uncle Mute?” a boatman asked, holding a tobacco pipe and walking towards the old man. The latter nodded and then pointed at the sky and the berthing ships.

The boatman understood him. “The bride may arrive soon,” he said. “Many ships from Jorleen have been delayed because of the bad weather.”

Uncle Mute smiled at him and gave him two coins. Later he went to a tailor’s shop in the South Street and bought new clothes, and then he went to the North Street and bought a bag of sweet fried sesame balls.

“These rice balls have a lot of sugar and Mr. Geson Fang will like them,” the bakery keeper with an oily apron on his waist smiled, looking at Uncle Mute.

The elderly man gesticulated to express his thanks with clasped hands to the keeper and then went on with walking until he stopped in front of a mansion.

The front gate of the mansion of the Fangs was opened just before ten o’clock in the morning. The two guards yawned and stood there lazily. One of them was Jim and he stopped Uncle Mute from entering the house.

“Where have you been?” Jim asked rudely. “And what have you bought?”

Uncle Mute gave the things to him. Jim tore open the box and took out a new cloak. “The cripple will waste the cloak if he wears it,” he sneered. And then he opened the bag of the sweet fried sesame balls without permission and put one ball into his mouth and then spat it out. “Fuck! It’s shit!” he cursed. The sharp-eyed Uncle Mute snatched the clothes and the food and squatted as though he picked them up just before Jim threw them.

A servant named Robert said something to Jim and looked at Uncle Mute and hinted that he should go into the house at once.

“Her Ladyship should have driven away the disabled man and the old man,” Jim bawled, spitting at Uncle Mute’s shadow, “and the Fangs should have a new leader.”

That was nothing new to Robert although he was just a new servant in the Fang family. “Uncle Mute has been working for Mr. Geson Fang,” he said after a moment of consideration, “and we should ...”

“The Fang family will have a new leader,” Jim interrupted, looking at the plaque and gloating.

The Fores had a lavishly decorated courtyard but the Fangs had a plainly but distinctively one. Uncle Mute carrying the things entered the lush courtyard. Birdcages were hanging on cassia trees and door lintels were carved with patterns of auspicious birds and wintersweet, but the carvings were dusty because of infrequent cleaning. He could not speak so he knocked at the door but no one answered. He walked inside and put down the clothes in the bedroom and then put the sweet fried sesame balls on a white jade plate.

The wedding would be held soon but the Fangs only made a perfunctory effort. Two red lanterns were hanging at the entrance of the mansion and there was no more festive decoration. Uncle Mute paced the drawing room nervously and did not know on which table he should put the plate down.

The sweet fried sesame balls had been prepared for the special guest whose seat was still uncertain. The guest was the brother of the bride and would come here. Uncle Mute could not decide, so he went into the study.

A handsome man with a black string tied at the end of his long loose hair wearing a dark robe was sitting at a desk and touching a half piece of white jade which was carved with a lovely bird standing on a flower and which had been worn by him for so many years. He was Geson. He heard Uncle Mute entering his room and saw him holding a plate and gesticulating: the bride would soon arrive.

Geson put the jade into a lock box and calmed down after he watched it for a long moment of inner turmoil. “He was fond of sweet food and would have it no matter where it was put,” he said, thinking of him.

Robert said loudly that the bridal procession of the Fores would soon get here from Jorleen and Mr. Geson would need to put on his wedding garment and attend the ceremony.

The journey lasted for nearly half a month. Sanbor holding a tree trunk vomited as soon as he went ashore instead of supporting Gem wearing a wedding dress to sit in the bridal sedan chair. Jack, who had been forced to join the team, was annoyed but he started to smirk at the thought of seeing Gem no more from then on and even became excited when he was sitting in the carriage pulled by the poor old horses provided by the Fangs.

“We’d better run away now to protect ourselves from the scheme of Lady Willow, my young lord!” Sanbor whispered, walking beside the sedan chair and carrying baggage.

Gem remained silent.

“Let’s act at once,” his servant continued nervously. “The witch perhaps has colluded with the Fangs, and we must avoid the trap!”

Gem tapped Sanbor on the forehead with his fan.

“Will we go or not?” Sanbor grumbled. “Things will get worse if we live in the mansion of the Fangs. Playing tricks on Jack will be much better than that.”

“I’ll live with my husband,” Gem said smilingly, lifting the red bridal veil.
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A wedding would be joyous but it was like a funeral in the Fang family. Just after a long journey the bride Gem was asked to step over a special brazier, which was a part of the ceremony - it was believed that the fire could burn away bad things. Sanbor supported the bride with his hands and walked into the drawing room and saw a noble lady sitting in the important position.

The woman was neither Geson’s mother nor the wife of the late Mr. Choron Fang. She used to be one of the distant relatives of the Fangs and had had a head for figures since her childhood. Choron had her manage dozens of tea houses and since he died she had been responsible for all the accounts. She was Lady Shrewdning Wong, the actual leader of the Fang family.

“Welcome to the Fang family, Gem,” she said insincerely. “I’ve been taking care of Geson since his parents passed away. Today, on behalf of his parents, I hope that you will have a happy life with him.”

“You are a kind-hearted, beautiful parent, madam,” Gem replied. His sweet talk was pleasing Lady Shrewdning while Geson wearing a black cloak showed up in his wheelchair.

“Mr. Geson is appealing,” Sanbor murmured.

“A lovely kid has become a hunk,” Gem whispered proudly.

“Huh?”

“What?”

“He is looking for something,” Sanbor said. He saw emotional changes in Geson’s eyes: expectation, sadness, and calmness.

“The couple will have nuptial wine and worship gods and have three kowtows!” someone yelled. Gem was jostled into the bridal chamber before he could get more information about the bridegroom.

No friend or guest came to attend the wedding which even had no firecrackers. Gem had had no food or water for a whole day and had been sitting in the room and waiting for his husband for five hours, and he was so ravenous that he lifted the red bridal veil.

“I wanted to give you a big surprise, Geson,” he said peevishly. “But you have left me alone here.”

After he walked into the drawing room, he glanced at the lotus nuts and peanuts on the table and then saw the sweet fried sesame balls which he used to have many years ago. 

“Geson still has a fondness for them,” he talked to himself happily. He chewed one ball but had to have tea at once. “Ah, it’s too sweet!” he exclaimed.

He had two sesame balls and still remembered that Geson loved them and he had them together with him when they were just kids.

Shadows of lamps were flickering outside and cool breezes were blowing. A servant said that his master needed to go to sleep. Gem holding a sesame ball walked into the courtyard and saw one man standing beside a seated man under a cassia tree.

“Geson!” he said cheerfully.

He turned around after a long moment of silence and motionlessness.

“Why are you here, Gem?” he
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