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			This work is not intended as prophecy; perhaps it should be thought of as an extended dream about the past, for in this story, as in dreams, invisible masks cover and color known faces, happenings are vaguely familiar yet “different,” time is fluid, and there is a haunting feeling that people just like us, and maybe we ourselves, have lived in such strange places as these. It is, in short, a history that might have been, a tale of an old shoe on a new foot.
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			The Sleeping-Bird Method
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			I MUST COMPOSE my face and push the fear and doubt beneath the skin. Nothing must show on my face today but white skin.

			All that I have done and known must shine in this act. I am to stand alone out there, a solitary “sleeping bird,” for on this day I have been chosen to make the symbolic individual protest that our movement has found so effective in recent months.

			Our group of whites, about two dozen all told, is huddled on the near side of a large reviewing ground in the capital of Four Rivers Province.

			Across the way is my “roost,” the place where I am to stand—beyond a memorial archway, before the gate of the provincial yamen: a stack of masonry in the worst taste of the new regime’s “popular” style, squarish, pink, false-humble like the bureaucrats it houses, a cartoon in bricks of the obdurate heavy yellow spirit that we whites have set ourselves in this campaign to break for good.

			The reviewing ground is a plain space of unpaved dirt which is as nearly level as anything in this hilly city. A long, low swell of earth rises left of center; to the right the bare clay, mud-cracked and shoe-worn, slopes down to a brick wall.

			Around three sides of this parade area a large crowd of yellows, mostly young and male, has gathered. So far these onlookers are silent. Are they simply curious? Do they know that our weapon is one that will prick their shame?

			A thin old dog whose orange fur is molting out in ragged handfuls slinks along the open ground in front of the memorial arch, its tail between its legs, appearing to think that the crowd has assembled in order to humble a cur.

			This dog reminds me of Grin’s dream, so long ago, of the endless riverlike pack of runaway-hunting dogs on the way to “the mountain” of freedom, and of Dolphin, who became a fugitive shadow, it could be said, in that very dream, Dolphin who failed his kind because of his utter selfishness; he wanted to go alone. Then, looking at the squat yamen beyond the dog, I think for a moment of Peace, standing with legs spread, looking up at that exquisite sculptural palace of power, ice-whited by limewash and the late-slanting sun, at Twin Hills—Peace who failed us because of his inflexibility, the rigidity of his vision. How many traits could I count as causes of failure for whites? No, I must not think in this vein…. My face must show nothing today but skin.

			There is activity at the yamen gate. Some yellow official has come out from within and is talking with a slouching group of gate guards.

			The official, who, though provincial, affects the ultra-plain, quasi-military tunic of the new national regime, modest to the brink of ostentation, starts across the reviewing ground, accompanied by three out-of-step guards. He is coming to us.

			Rock takes me by the arm and edges me, or tucks me, back into the center of our group; perhaps he thinks it best that I be somewhat hidden for the present.

			The official has approached us, and he asks, “Who is your leader?”

			This is the invariable question, and always when perching en masse we used to greet it with unanimous silence, and now some instinct keeps us silent again. I suppose Rock is our leader, but he is quiet with the rest of us. Or perhaps I am the leader today; I remain half hidden.

			“What is the matter? Is your leader afraid to identify himself?”

			Now our silence is becoming effective. Yellow taunters have always been enraged by the solidity, the thick imperviousness, of our silence.

			“I have a message for your leader from the Governor.”

			It is not easy to keep silent at this announcement. I want to shout, “What? What is it?” For we know about His Excellency Governor K’ung of Four Rivers Province. It is precisely his shame that we have wanted to stir by coming here—if he has any. He is my personal adversary for this day. We have heard about Governor K’ung from a distance. He is a former warlord who made an accommodation with the new regime, which accepted him for the sake of immediate stability in Four Rivers Province, and he is said to be a short man with a big belly and a thick neck. What concerns us—me—is his attitude toward the whites. He has publicly stated that the whites were brought here from foreign parts to be slaves; slavery was the proper station of the whites; through no fault of his they are no longer slaves, but in Four Rivers Province they are to remain, so long as he is Governor, subservient to the yellow population. He has openly flouted the decrees of the national regime, weak and vague as they are, respecting the universality and inviolability of citizenship. In his public speeches Governor K’ung uses the old epithets: “pigs,” “smalls,” “moonlights,” “fogs.” His is the voice of insult, provocation, hatred; a thin veneer of old-fashioned manners covers a hard core of pure hatred.

			Governor K’ung is what his province deserves—this exquisite rain-drenched interior area of pyramidal hills which we can see all around, whose profiles are fringed with thin lines of trees; rice land of the Red Basin, once a sea floor, now a rich earth bowl of food. This region is backward, scandalously backward from our point of view, for the white farm workers are still held in an ill-defined state of villeinage—their bondage consisting not in legal arrangements but simply in a millstone poverty that they haven’t the strength to lift off their backs. The worst of this thralldom is the vileness of the yellows toward our starving whites: Governor K’ung in his genteel nastiness mirrors his yellow populace. This is the valley of hate.

			The official is angry at our utter silence, which he sees as sullenness.

			“Excellency K’ung wishes to state that he will take every measure to prevent agitators from outside his province from causing any trouble here. Do you understand the phrase ‘every measure’? Excellency K’ung knows your plan—to station a single so-called sleeping bird on public display. Excellency K’ung will not allow such a display. He forbids it. Please understand that any overt act on your part will constitute deliberate disobedience of his commands.”

			The official wheels away and returns to the yamen. His progress across the reviewing ground brings a half-humorous cheer from the watching yellows—they’re glad something is happening.

			We are quiet for some time after the official has gone out of earshot, then suddenly everyone in our party is talking at once.

			Several of our group feel that we should call off the demonstration; I hear one man say that going through with it would be too dangerous for White Lotus, for me. Another advocates at least a postponement, taking time to work out a new technique, a surprise, some twist that would catch the Governor off balance.

			Deft, our theorist, speaks. He is a man of slight stature, with a delicate chin and a receding hairline and flashing eyes which give an appearance of conviction and force to the words that tumble out of his moist little mouth. He says that we can’t withdraw, we can’t postpone. This would be the first defeat we’d ever suffered. We’d be giving in to a show of force that so far consisted only of commands. Besides, we’d be giving in to the worst yellow man of all those whom we’d attempted to impress.

			Rock agrees to this but says that he feels that a man, not a woman, should take the risk of this demonstration. He volunteers his own person.

			Deft says, “No, that’s wrong. A woman offers a far greater reproach to violence, or to a threat of it, than a man. It would be a mistake to send a man out now.”

			Rock does not press the point. I think he believes that Deft is right. He has made his gesture of protecting me.

			Through this exchange our friend Chang, pressing at our shoulders, has been studying the matter, peeking often at Rock to see where the man of action would jump.

			Chang is a yellow youth who is on our side. He is one of a growing number of young yellows who in their zeal to help us, activated rather than paralyzed by shame, have begun to attach themselves to us, taking risks with us and often embarrassing us with their complex motives and naive suggestions but also, in a few cases, and Chang is one of them, bringing to bear an underlying sweetness and generosity which, no matter how perverse its innermost origin may have been, lends us comfort and moral force when we face their so far untouched fellows. But at this moment Chang disgusts me.

			A food vendor has just come to us, a white man, who carries on the ends of a shoulder pole a strange little kitchen in two parts—a cylindrical wooden canister at one end, which serves as a pantry for raw foodstuffs and utensils, and, at the other, another cylinder, this one of metal, containing a charcoal brazier and a boiler of deep vegetable oil. On a spike that leans out over the hot oil are crisp bean crullers, newly cooked.

			The vendor is excited; he knows by hearsay what is about to take place, he will be a witness for the local whites—for no whites besides him have dared to come out to watch here in this province where brutal intimidation is still the rule.

			Is it my imagination that makes Chang’s demeanor toward the vendor, as he buys a cruller, different from ours? We whites are easy and direct with the man; good-hearted Chang, it seems to my eyes, is at a great remove as he takes a cruller in its wrapping of crude paper and drops a copper in the hawker’s hand. His air is patrician, accustomed to servants, white servants. He snaps at the cruller with beautiful teeth, his lips are drawn back in a kind of snarl to keep them from being burned by the still-hot cruller. The vendor is already dismissed from his mind, not a man but a convenience.

			Whereas, by contrast, the vendor lingers in my mind as I nibble without appetite at a cruller that Rock has put in my hand.

			The vendor is one of those ragged creatures whose wild appearance should not be unsettling, for there is nothing mad or ascetic or haunted about it; it is a matter of calculation. His quilted coat is leaking dirty cotton, and his hair is long and matted. The man is cheerful. In his present excitation, he is inclined to talk too loud, laugh too hard. I am to be a sleeping bird for the yellows’ shame, but he shames me. I feel in his filth a crafty deference to those who buy his wares—and this means, for the most part, to yellows. I am at one with him because we are both white, and I am sorry for him because he is poor, but I am also angry at him because he wants to be filthy; he knows that in this province it is good business for a white to be a low, beastly man.

			Patting some of our volunteers and muttering words of encouragement, then lifting a new batch of cooked crullers out from the boiling oil, one by one, with a bent wire and hanging them on the spike, he seems to want to linger with us. But we have finished eating, and the lure of money takes him away.

			From a side street, parting the crowd and coming out into the open area, several bands of policemen appear, and they begin to stroll about the reviewing ground by twos and threes, unmilitarily, like chatting philosophers. To keep whose peace?

			We do not trust them. Everywhere our movement has gone, rumors have accompanied us: that the quiet pose of the sleeping birds is false, that a great bloody rebellion is in the making, and that someday, in some demonstration, a signal will be given—perhaps one of these human birds will flap its arm-wings—and then all over the country the whites will flash weapons out from under their clothing and attempt a terrible slaughter. We tell ourselves that these rumors are a product of our effectiveness, yet they disturb us. They fill us with dread of an opposite violence, a fear that one wrong accidental gesture by a sleeping bird, perhaps trying to regain balance, flinging out an arm in what might be taken for a signal—“Begin now!”—might cause the yellows to descend on us to cut down our eloquent reproach by an even more eloquent, because unanswerable, knife edge. So the appearance of armed policemen in increasing numbers at our perches is no comfort to us.

			The yellow crowd, however, reacts in a mischievous, inverted way to the arrival of the police. The many idle young yellow men begin to jeer—at the police. Is this because the police are so casual, so ill-disposed, as it seems, to take strong measures? Or is it a case of young men in a crowd responding to a show of authority which they may think directed against themselves? Or is it simply boredom, fun, anything for a moment’s entertainment? I cannot think that any of these interpretations is good for us—or, on this day, for me.

			I have been chosen for this solo task today because in earlier group perches I have shown endurance. I have been thought stolid; some have called me courageous. If I have been courageous, then courage is quite different from what I had always thought, for it must be something less than pure self-possession in the face of clear danger, it must be compounded of misgivings, anxiety, confusion, desperate and sinking efforts to master one’s doubts, and even uncertainty as to the meaning of one’s actions.

			I am physically tired. I suppose I will be able to manage the long perch; something takes hold of me when I adopt that stance, an inner strength, so that I do not feel wearied by it, awkward though it is. But today I am tired. We have had a long journey upriver by steamer. For the first part of the trip we whites had the run of the vessel, but on reaching the border of North-of-the-Lake Province, passing into this province, Four Rivers, we were firmly ordered by crew members to proceed to the filthy stern quarters, under the rattling steerage chains—familiar to Rock and me from our hopeful trip downriver, so long ago it seems, to Up-from-the-Sea. Not being able to see where we were going, only knowing of our progress by the constant thumping of some huge engine bearing and by the chatter of the rudder chains—this blindness made our trip exhausting. But even worse: the sense of outrage, of frustration, the wondering whether we would ever get anywhere with our painfully gradual methods.

			Still, we have come a long way since that afternoon at the match factory. The Sleeping-Bird Method caught on after that with brushfire irresistibility as the one means we had in our power to disturb the yellows, to push the yellows, to shame the yellows into grudging change. It was so simple, so pure, an invention of genius by Groundnut’s hawk-eyed friend, the priest named Runner: merely to stand on one leg, like a bird settled on a perch for the night, helpless as a sleeping bird, in a large flock of sleeping birds. It worked. For some reason this gesture reached to the very roots of the yellows’ conscience, obliging them to face up to the intolerable conditions of our lives, wringing their guilty souls with that sweetest of all Buddha’s teachings, “Harm no living creature.” For as sleeping birds we seemed at last to have forced ourselves on their minds as vividly living creatures. At first the drive was confined to Up-from-the-Sea. We got jobs. We broke the back of the printeries; then papermaking, rubber goods, and enamelware fell. We began against cotton weaving. We were helped, it is true, by the unrest of the yellow workers themselves and the instability of the central regime. We perched precisely where the yellows were on strike. We began to hear that the Sleeping-Bird Method was being used in other cities, and our movement began to acquire theorists, strategists, organizers, a bureaucratic endoskeleton—and to the outlying provinces Runner began to send emissaries. We heard from a great distance that five thousand sleeping birds stood all one day in the plaza, where elephants once guarded the passage, before the Meridian Gate of the Forbidden City in the Northern Capital; and the regime must have wilted a bit with shame at that, because we began to hear of those vague proclamations on the nature of citizenship which were “for” us. Those documents, however, did not produce change in themselves, and our first reaction to them, of triumph and delight, shaded soon into a realization that we would see no real change that we did not bring about by our own efforts. Indeed, in the outermost provinces, in the backward ones like Four Rivers, we found that the secret police of the central regime, its “open” militia, and its high judges were playing an ambiguous game, making public declarations that seemed to support us but behind doors making agreements and judgments that tended, in the old phrase, to keep the pigs in the pen. This was the time when our movement seemed to be bogging down in a vagueness of its own, and this was when Rock, at that bicycle-wheel plant at Hankow, invented the individual protest that we have been using ever since: one sleeping bird standing alone.

			I feel stifled. I break out of the center of the group. It is a beautiful day. The morning river fog has been burned away by a sun now high at our backs. The crowd around the reviewing ground is restive; we hear hoots, calls to action, nasty insults. The vendor of bean crullers is off to the left, selling his wares to some of these impatient yellows; he is apparently a local clown, for he leaps and dances about his portable kitchen, and I hear sallies of laughter from the yellows near him. I try to imagine a figure, my figure, standing on one leg beyond the memorial archway. Isn’t that form very small? Does it make any impression at all? On either side of the pretentious yamen I see, in the far distance, fringed green hills steaming in the warm sunlight.

			I turn now, and seeming to speak to the whole group I speak to Rock. “I’m ready. I think we had better start.”

			Rock says, relieved, “If you say so.”

			The knot of my companions seems to sigh as with one pair of taxed lungs.

			My heart is beating violently, but I feel able to do whatever I must do. Rock comes out of the group and says in a low voice, “It will be all right. The Governor is bluffing. They can’t stop us.”

			Ai, Rock! I hope you’re right.

			I turn away and step out quickly onto the reviewing ground.

			[image: dingbat] The Cruller That Fell

			Before I have taken ten steps the crowd of yellows falls suddenly silent, and the hush seems to come at me like some sort of net. I am caught in it. My steps become awkward; it is as if I had forgotten how to walk. I have to instruct myself to fashion each step. Bend knee, carry right foot forward, deposit it. Meshed in this attentive silence, I feel something distinctly sexual in the interest this male crowd gives me, and I walk badly.

			Yes, I have not gone ten more steps when the dog howls, the whistles, the mating hoots, the inactive-rapists’ snickers break out and engulf me. I am shocked and refreshed. I am white, young, and more or less forbidden. This gives me strength I had not counted on.

			Looking out at the reviewing ground from the side, I had not been aware of its expanse. I am having to walk a great distance, and every step thrusts me farther from my companions, yet I feel that they are in danger, not I. I enter my solitude as a refuge.

			The ground is dry, cracked, and dusty. I have flickering thoughts of the marching displays that have buffed this grassless earth, the games, the ceremonies for war dead, the lantern festivals, the dragon processions, the public beheadings. The yamen is ahead, this is the heart of the province. The footing is shabby precisely because the place has been, for so long, stately. I hold my head up; my walking is a little better now.

			The bleating of the lustful goats in the crowd, the sounds of invitation and mockery, are dying out, and I feel again that I am getting caught in a web of quiet.

			I do hear, off to my left, a minor commotion of squeals and laughter. I don’t want to turn my head to look. I have a feeling, but it is only a feeling, that the vendor of bean crullers is making fun of me, possibly mimicking my walk. Can this be? He is white!

			I am approaching the memorial gateway. Its shafts are of wood; it soars delicately up over three arches to a splendor of seven narrow little tiled roofs flung out at three levels and bedizened with tiny stone lions, cranes, and peacocks. Under the centermost roof a tablet proclaims: VIRTUOUS WISDOM—GENTLE HAND. The usual lying praise of some villainous warlord.

			Passing through the memorial arch I have to climb three stone steps, cross a platform, descend three steps. The blocks of stone are awry, the steps are worn.

			Ahead I have an uninterrupted view now of the yamen. I see that it is really a vast bunker which was built to be held by force against artillery.

			I feel weak. Facing this lumpish, cannon-proof building I feel the hopelessness of my position. How can I, just learning to walk, bring down those walls? What if Governor K’ung decides simply to hold his fort? What if he meets my attacks simply by staying inside? What if there is no reaction at all? My siege is broken before it starts!

			But I cannot retreat. I must decide how near to the imposing triple gate of the building I am to approach. I do not want the memorial arch too close at my back, but I should stand off at a distance which gives due notice of a sense of proportion.

			Is it an illusion that the yellow crowd is swelling, or at least pressing in from the two sides?

			The silence now hangs on the air like an unanswered question. It is broken only by flurries of laughter off to my left. Is that the vendor, making a good money-thing of this affair?

			I think I have gone far enough. I cannot pause and root around like an animal sniffing out its “safe” place. I must simply decide as I walk, and stop, and let the spot where I halt serve as my station.

			All right. Now. I stop.

			The silence is broken by a wave of next-to-silence, a murmur so quiet that it cannot be made up of words spoken to each other by the men in this concupiscent crowd. It is a mere catch at their throats.

			I cannot hesitate. I raise my left knee and stand on my right foot. I try to make myself as comfortable as I can, working my right foot to make sure that its sole is well founded and level and unbothered by any pebble or tiny ridge beneath. I consciously ease my arms, I bow my head.

			Finally I am alone, and I am a sleeping bird, to put the yellows to shame. My face shows nothing but white skin.

			I am very excited, very proud.

			But…but what is that? What do I hear?

			The crowd is laughing. Laughter is spreading through the yellow crowd. Now the whole assemblage is roaring with laughter.

			The white skin of my face is suffused with a hot blush.

			I know that I must not look from side to side. I must stand still, my head bowed. The whole force of my posture is lost if I become dismayed.

			The laughter continues. I am, in spite of myself, so upset by it that I cannot feel its precise tone. Mocking? Good-natured? Cruel? Prankish? Relieved? Scornful?

			Can it be that some item of my clothing is disarranged? Is my gown torn behind? Are they laughing because there is such an incongruity between the walking girl for whom they felt a playful lust and this awkward, asexual, perching creature?

			I even think: Have I soiled myself in my extreme agitation?

			Then I wonder: Is it the vendor? Is he perching, too, but in an absurd way? Could it be possible that a white man would, for the sake of his own popularity or profit, make fun of a solemn protest on behalf of the white race? The vendor seemed so thrilled at the prospect of our demonstration, when he was selling us the crullers.

			No, they are laughing at my standing here as a sleeping bird at all, at the Sleeping-Bird Method. They are laughing at the very idea of a white protest.

			I cannot allow myself to think this. It must be less ugly than that. The vendor. Something awkward about me.

			As I fight against the thought that the crowd is scoffing at the essence of our struggle, the laughter dwindles and dies out.

			It is silent again, and I am alone and unsure of myself.

			We can’t be stopped. I have thought that, and Rock has said it. I say to myself that I still believe it, but this is a kind of incantation, or a prayer. At this moment I wish it, I try to push it into being by the sincerity of my thought.

			I am aware of the yamen before me. The Governor is in there. But wait! He has said that he would take every measure to prevent my doing this. Yet here I am. Nothing has happened from the direction of the yamen. Even with my head bowed I can watch the yamen gate. Gate guards have seen me, and some of them have been passing in and out, and word must have gone in to the Governor’s chambers about me. Nothing has happened.

			Could it be possible that the yellow crowd got word of the Governor’s threat to us—he had absolutely forbidden a perch—and that the laughter was at the Governor, at the impotence of authorities defied by a weak woman? This is just the sort of thing that young men would laugh at.

			I clutch at this. If this is so, we really cannot be stopped. I feel safe in this thought, I wrap myself in it.

			I hear another bounce of laughter off to the left. The vendor? I want to look over there and see what he is doing, but I cannot. Another laugh.

			All at once I am demoralized, as I think: The Sleeping-Bird Method has worn itself out. These yellows are right to laugh; this is laughable. I no longer believe in sleeping birds. I feel a deep absurdity in this act; it is just as absurd for a person to pretend that he is a bird as for whites to mimic yellows. The Method is a trick, and the yellows have begun to see through it. I remember an outcry of my own from long ago: Only the powerful are free. Perhaps Old Arm was right, who wanted violence, wanted to take open and honest steps toward revenge. Only the free can punish.

			There is a tone of bitterness in our movement. I do not mean the all too natural bitterness at the yellows for what they have done to us, but rather at our own other selves, within our closest ranks. We are bitter over childish rivalries, jealousies—of which the principals seem quite unaware. We are bitter that our movement, once a surge of action which flowed from thought and feeling, is turning into an institution; the mark of the Sleeping-Bird Movement is now its professional careerist—its advance man, its distributor of membership chits, its collector, its theoretic tactician.

			But doesn’t the essential bitterness stem from the frustration, and isn’t the frustration over our not partaking, in these months, of a satiating sense of revenge?

			I do not face a yellow crowd. Instead it flanks me to either side, and I am only aware of it in the corners of my mind; I cannot see what is causing the periodic chugs of laughter at my left.

			My full-face reproach is directed at a building. I cannot take revenge on a yamen.

			It is true that I am in theory addressing my protest to a single man, Excellency K’ung, but I do not feel him, and he is certainly insulated from me.

			I wish I could see him, and I wonder what has been reported to him about me.

			I watch the gate now with a clearer eye. The regular gate guards are still trotting in and out and conferring, but now others are emerging. Several men are carrying staves with what appear to be banners rolled up under oilskin coverings—I remember the sentencing flag held in the background at Nose’s trial; but there is an air of festivity here, and of military pomp, rather than of sinister judgment. There are as well numerous extra guards bearing rifles. They have not taken a formation but mill about at either side of the gate. Some of the policemen, who have been meandering about the reviewing ground, stop to talk; the effect is of a cluster of yellow schoolboys waiting outside the school gates for the handbell that will call them to recitation.

			There is a strong volley of laughter at my left, and now I see the various guards—the regulars, the banner-bearers, the riflemen, and the policemen—all turn their faces at once to whatever is happening, and all laugh. But I see by the faces this is not the mirth of simple enjoyment but rather is a laughter of embarrassment, a crowing at something grotesque.

			I have an idea, which makes my heart beat hard. Since the Governor is shielded from my protest by the thick walls of the yamen, I will turn and face the crowd to the left.

			I will do this not simply to satisfy my curiosity about the vendor and the laughter, but rather to test what I have been thinking, for if the Sleeping-Bird Method is indeed spent, I will have no effect on the laughing spectators, whereas, if it still has meaning and power, I will be able to shame the crowd into silence and by a show of moral force prepare a stronger defense against whatever the stirrings at the gate portend.

			So I put my foot down, face left, and perch again.

			I see at once that the crowd has moved much closer than it was when I first walked out on the reviewing ground. There is the vendor. Yes, he is playing the part of a sleeping bird, facing the onlookers. His portable kitchen is a few paces to his right. He does not seem to me to be caricaturing my stance, and unless he is making faces or rolling his eyes he is not, so far as I can tell from behind, poking fun at our movement. In truth he seems in dead earnest.

			Then why have the watchers been laughing from time to time?

			They have now noticed me. I get a few halfhearted mock cheers and a spattering of laughter, but it is halfhearted. I feel a certain strength. Facing faces is far more rewarding than trying to shame a yamen. I now consider that I have come somehow to the rescue of the bean-cruller vendor.

			Suddenly a young yellow man breaks out of the crowd, runs out to the portable kitchen, snatches a cooked cruller from the spike over the brazier, turns to the crowd, stands on one leg, and eats a cruller, flourishing its remains in the air between bites.

			The barking of the laughers engulfs me. I feel the guffaws as gusts of cold wind against my cheeks and abdomen.

			The young man has ended his performance and runs back to the crowd.

			The vendor has stood in poise through this theft of his cruller and mockery of his stance; he has behaved like a veteran of our movement. But they have laughed at him. Why? Is it because his face is too familiar to them, they have paid him too often for his crullers, he is too everyday and well known to them to serve as a hero of reproach to their hoodlum ways? Or is it because of the mood of this backward province? Are we out of our depth here?

			Another young man runs out from the crowd. The crullers are all gone from the spike. This ruffian reaches down, opens the door of the canister, takes out a large lump of the vendor’s soybean dough, and plops it with a thump on the top of the container. Then he stands on one leg. He begins, with elaborate swinging of his arms and ducking of his head, to break off bits of the dough and stretch it and twist it to form the shapes of raw crullers. Now and then he loses his balance and has to hop a bit. He has seen the vendor mold the dough so often that he can caricature every movement. The crowd bellows. Finally he hobbles on one foot from the canister to the brazier, and with fastidiously pinched fingers he drops the flexible twists one by one into the boiling oil. Then he swaggers back to the crowd; he has had the biggest success of all the lampooners.

			The vendor has not moved a muscle. I misjudged him; I let myself think that he was using our cause for his own profit. Look at him! How steadfast he is!

			This is horrible. These young toughs of Four Rivers Province have chosen to ridicule the vendor—and me, and all whites—precisely at the point that matters most: a man’s means of making a living. And my turning has made no difference. My facing the crowd has not been a deterrent to the hooligans. I must do something. It is clear that the pranksters intend to let the crullers cook, to take them out and spike them, and then to eat them (standing on one leg), one by one. I must try to forestall this somehow. If I do not, we whites will all have suffered a dangerous loss of face—at a time when there are stirrings at the yamen gate.

			Yet I wait. Hai! What a comment on the life I have led—as a white! I wait until after the next move, I do not want to intervene while the crullers are cooking, for if I proved to be successful and turned the roughnecks back, the crullers would be overcooked. spoiled; food would be wasted. And so at great risk to our cause I wait for some nasty young yellow to come out and hook the crullers out and put them on the spike. Then I will try to do something.

			For a moment I wonder whether my resolve to “do something” is not mere bravado—a kind of inner noise I am making to drive away my own qualms, as if my qualms were nothing more than bothersome geese in a mud-walled yard. What can I accomplish against these young toughs? The Sleeping-Bird tactic does not impress them, they are shameless. They have gone over to counterrevolution: to ridicule. What have I learned in all this time that will do me some good now?

			I have learned to live with fear. Ayah! The sound of the yellow mobs running past the orphanage in the Northern Capital, hurrying cloth shoe soles making sounds of wheezing, as though of a city’s breathing in sickness and pain; the look on the broken-out yellow face of Cassia Cloud, as she leaned across the table in the tavern, calling me chieh-chieh, older sister, and telling me vile, vile news; the thought of Dirty Hua at the crest of the hill when Dolphin launched his too daring kite; the beheadings—my eyes fastened, in order not to see the swords fall on white necks, upon the peonies brocaded into the curio dealer’s sea-gray gown in front of me….

			Yes, I have come to take fear of open cruelty for granted, I have learned how to stifle that fear, to push it down. But it is harder for me to deal with covert cruelty, implicit cruelty—with the massively threatening conditions of life that the yellows have imposed on us: the oppressive fitness, in the yellow scheme of things, of the conversion of the Peking elephant pens to a jail, where white men waited for capricious sentences with equanimity, betting on cricket fights; the rage and hunger that drove sturdy young men in Up-from-the-Sea to become “sweepers,” stabbing rice bags on street carts and brushing up the spilled rice on the dung-dusty pavement and racing off with it. It is the generality of our existence that has filled me with a dread I don’t know how to subdue. Not the specific bamboo blow, but rather the great accumulation of affronts, the taking their total for granted, even as the conditions of life “improve”—this is what is intolerable, because this seems to us whites to get worse, not better.

			In this sense I made a mistake to turn left to face this petty disturbance surrounding the vendor. I am not afraid of the cruel pranks of the young men in this crowd; I am afraid of the abstraction in the yamen.

			The young man who twisted the dough and dropped the raw crullers into the boiling oil cannot wait to savor more of his triumph of miming, and he runs out to the vendor’s kitchen—I could have told him that the crullers would not be done yet, for they must be brought to a crispness so delicate that they seem to be made of some delicious vapor—and he hooks one out. He is standing on one leg. He sees that it is not quite done, but he wants to get a laugh from the crowd, and foolishly he squeezes the cruller between forefinger and thumb, and he burns himself and drops the cruller to the ground and begins to hop on the one foot and to flip his hand, trying to shake off the pain as if it were a wetness. This is in earnest, but it looks like a burlesque; he gets a laugh he doesn’t want. Then, when the hurt has drained away somewhat, he gets another by hooking up the now dirty cruller and plopping it back in the oil. Then he is satisfied and runs back to the crowd. But when he turns around I see that he is flushed, and I suspect that the burn hurts more than he dares to show.

			My eye moves to the vendor. All this time he has not moved, and I think: Our party has come from beyond the borders of the province, we have nothing to lose here, for we are, as Excellency K’ung spitefully says, outside agitators; whereas this poor vendor is staking everything. Has he a family? What powerful emotions he must contain in that still, still form of a sleeping bird! What risks he is willing to take!

			The sight of him stirs in me a familiar melancholy feeling, a pity-sadness that is surely one of the most common sensations of our depressed race—a feeling that does no one any good, yet one in which I soak myself, almost as if it were enjoyable, a luxury. I felt it powerfully that day long ago when Peace, Auntie, Mink, Harlot, and I stood beside the show ring in the Scholars’ Garden at Twin Hills while the nearly naked white equestrian acrobats hurtled in somersaults from the broad hips of their horses, and the yellow showmaster came at us with his long whip to chase us away; and at Provisioner Lung’s, on our first visit to him, while he kissed at his talented lark, and Rock and Groundnut and I stood there knowing in our guts that this was a prelude to one more vile cheating of whites; and at a contemplation of the long row of frail white girls standing all day at the steaming copper basins in the silk-reeling filature.

			Yet there is anger at the heart of this melancholy. The sadness is a modulation of the anger. We can’t stand the anger, so we run it off into sorrow. I must hold on to the anger that I felt on the vendor’s behalf before I lowered myself into this emotion; I will need the anger to support the courage I will very soon have to display—display, I mean, to my own inner eye in order to finish my work.

			A yellow youth runs out to the vendor’s cookstove. I have no more time for preparation. Here it comes, whatever it may be.

			Not the same young man as before, this boy has an elegant style; he moves smoothly, with dramatic understatement. He lifts a cruller out on the hooked wire, examines it, and sees at once that it is done to perfection. His job is to dip out all the crullers and spear them on the spike, and he does this with swift, neat, flowing probes. Incapable of slapstick, he seems serious and thoughtful, as if he realizes the gravity of these events. Then why does the crowd howl at him? Because all through this pensive activity he is standing on one leg.

			Judging by the pattern of the pranks up to now, it is my guess that this young man will not eat any of the crullers but will go back to the audience as soon as he has fished them all up; that there will be a pause; and that then another will come out to eat the first new cruller. I will make my move in the pause.

			Yes, the last of the crullers is on the spike, the young man stirs the hot oil with the hook to make sure there are no more. Then in his quiet mode he hangs the hooked wire on its loop and walks back to the crowd.

			The vendor is as immobile, as serene, as ever.

			How much time will I have? I cannot speculate. I must move.

			Now.

			I put down my lifted foot, which prickles, half asleep, but I cannot linger to favor it. I walk forward toward the portable kitchen.

			The moment I start the crowd of young men reacts. Such hoots and whistles! They greet my approach with a jubilee of air-kissing and obscene invitations. If noise could rape I’d be defiled a hundred times in the course of taking fifty steps.

			I am more excited than I thought it possible to be. I can walk well, and indeed I have a bizarre thought, that I am beautiful—not because the yellow rowdies think I am, but because I have managed to hold on to some of my earlier anger. I think of the vendor. I am furious—for the vendor, for Rock when he had to pull rickshas, for myself with my fingertips in boiling water lifting out a cocoon when I was a reeler.

			I did not realize how close to the mob I would have to approach. I station myself in front of the portable kitchen, between the spiked crullers and the crowd, not more than five paces away from the first of the yellows. The anonymities fade; each of these is a personality. Each man has a separate pair of lips that curl in a particular way, and I see pimples, broken front teeth, and laughter in one man’s eyes.

			Now I perch.

			Ai! Was I thinking a few minutes ago that the Sleeping-Bird Method has passed the peak of its effectiveness, and even that it may be absurd?

			I have not been standing here long enough for my racing heart to beat a hundred times when the shrill indecency of this whole crowd of hooligans has died out to utter silence. A sleeping bird has shut them up—or at least changed their mood so sharply that they have chosen silence. I have to be impersonal, my eyes are downcast, I cannot search their faces now, but I feel sure that they are all put down. Their fun is over. They are in for a period of meditation. Their pricks are subsiding. They may never have believed in the teachings they have heard since infancy—the five aggregates of grasping are pain; hurt no living creature—but they are at least now briefly gripped by those precepts as if the kind words were policemen or angry fathers.

			In the midst of my relief and triumph I suffer a pang of doubt. Will it last? Will that hold on the crowd last? Will the hoodlums not recover their phlegm very soon? Should I not break the spell while I have the best of it—go back to my perch before the yamen? But if I do, what happens then?

			The vendor comes to my rescue, in a sense. He puts his foot down and walks to his portable kitchen, behind me. I hear him checking it over. The little door of the pantry canister clacks shut. He makes the sounds of putting some charcoal on the fire. I hear him setting the shoulder pole, and there is a creaking sound, and he utters the understood grunt of everlasting weariness and submission of the poverty-stricken white underdog as he lifts his kitchen up. I wonder: Is he going home? The crowd is silent.

			He is looping around to my left; I sense this. He comes now into my field of vision, and I see that he is really a brave man: He is going to pretend that nothing has happened, he is a cruller peddler, he is going to sell fresh-cooked crullers to any in this crowd who may be hungry. He is going to act as if he is glad a crowd has gathered; it is easy to sell soybean crullers when a crowd has gathered.

			He makes a sale; money changes hands. A young yellow man eats. The vendor thinks now to take out some dough and shape and twist new crullers and drop them in the oil to cook. Another sale. There is an air of normalcy; quiet talk spreads like a moisture through the crowd. I still stand perched. The vendor is doing a good business.

			It is time, I conclude, to go back out to my proper perch. I feel that my strength is renewed. I stand on both feet for a moment and look squarely at the vendor, and I see that he is even resuming his playful behavior of earlier. I turn and start out to the center again.

			It seems to me after I have walked a few paces that the murmur of the crowd has suddenly swelled. Then almost at once I am struck by an appalling realization which must also, I think, be flying through the crowd.

			The vendor is selling the yellows crullers made for him by yellows. Someone will buy and eat the cruller that burned the yellow youth’s fingers and fell in the dirt and was tossed back in the oil.

			The vendor knows what he is doing.

			I have an impulse to turn back, to hasten back and resume the perch I have just left before it is too late. Still walking I inwardly hesitate; I tell myself that it would be a mistake to return, it might even incite the yellows somehow….

			Behind me I hear a rush. There are grunts, blows. I do not turn, I cannot turn now, I walk on. I hear thumps, wood splitting, a metallic banging, a hiss. Much scuffling.

			Then there is quiet again. I am still walking. I cannot look back, but I know that the vendor’s form lies motionless on the ground, his kitchen is broken to pieces and scattered.

			The crowd is silent again. I have reached my post. I turn and perch, facing the brutal block of the yamen, my blood boiling in a need for revenge, revenge.

			The elation I felt a few moments ago, the peace, the inner strength—all are flown. I will never know whether, by returning to the edge of the crowd and resuming my perch there, I could have averted this outcome, for it might be that the yellows would have attacked the vendor even if I had been there, indeed even if I had been standing there as a sleeping bird the whole time and had never shown my back at all. I will never know. I can only stand here in a helpless folk-fury that seems to burn my body.

			With my head lowered I see the cluster of guards and policemen near the yamen gate. They are looking toward the place, to my left now, from which I heard the noises come, and they are animatedly talking; I realize that none of them has lifted a finger to intervene.

			It is clear, as time drags itself unwillingly along, that nobody in this throng, either official or idle, is going to do anything about the vendor and his ruined kitchen. They are going to be left lying where they are.

			I wonder if the vendor is alive. I wonder what would happen if he stirred.

			Now a party emerges from the yamen gate. At its heart is a brisk fellow in the uniform of an officer—not splendid, rather drab, for the tone of the new regime, reacting against the pomp of the old court, is dun-colored and cotton-quilted.

			The officer seems to be barking orders, though I cannot hear them, and he points here and there with a stiff arm.

			The policemen have been waved off, and they disconsolately pull away, as if they have been told they cannot play with the other schoolboys. They saunter along the fronts of the onlooking crowd, still without formation or parade bearing; it seems as if they have been strictly drilled in awkwardness.

			The military detachments at the gate drift into patterns, and slowly these rigidify into ranks. The regular gate guards are in squads flanking the main gate and its brick-checkered spirit screen; they are armed only with staves. The provincial militia, with clubs and revolvers, form a double line. The rifle-bearing troops make a square directly in front of the gate: directly in front of me. And now the banner-bearers remove the oilskin covers from their flags and unfurl them, and I experience a surge of relief, for these are not the unanimous white banners of death, such as I saw at Nose’s trial in the Northern Capital; they are nothing worse than varicolored guidons of Excellency K’ung’s military units.

			Now we wait. I say “we.” I have a feeling that I am an onlooker with all the rest of this crowd.

			The forming up at the gate has caused a drowsy murmuring in the crowd, which is curious but not thrilled and horrified as it was a few moments ago, when they—and I—were participants; now we are all watchers, for the abstraction in the fortlike seat of power has taken some sort of initiative.

			A sharp order rings out, which even at this short distance seems thinned by the dry air so as to sound not manly but falsetto.

			The slapping of hands on rifle stocks, a presentation of arms.

			Around the spirit screen comes a squat figure in brilliant blue. The sunlight is bright, the man’s hand goes up to shade his eyes—or perhaps that is a disenchanted salute. No, he holds the hand there: he wants to see the enemy. Me.

			He turns his head and says something. Three or four petty officers scramble to him with anxious faces. He waves a hand over his shoulder in a vague gesture of something left behind in the yamen. Two men run in.

			The fat man chats with the officer in command. The latter turns at one point and with the throaty contralto of an aging actress puts his soldiers at parade rest.

			The two men return helter-skelter from within. One is carrying a sword in a scabbard, which he hands to the fat man. The stubby man hooks the scabbard to his belt on his left hip. The two soldiers who have run the errand are panting; the officer flicks the back of his hand and they fall back.

			The fat man draws the sword from its sheath with his right hand and steps out onto the parade ground, and he walks straight toward me.

			[image: dingbat] The Trembling Blade

			His progress is a hybrid of a waddle and a march. Although he has a fat man’s handicap of not being able to keep his feet close together in their swings from step to step, so they glide forward in little arcs around his center of gravity, nevertheless he also has a spinal erectness, a tucked chin, a tight rhythm of paces—a bearing of martial command. The sword is in his right hand, point forward.

			Not for him the modest uniform of the new regime. He is gorgeous in the old style of warlordism—vivid blue satin, a touch of ermine at collar and cuff, gold cords and braids, metal buttons that glisten in the sun, as if to advertise many plunders, vaults of squeeze, a wealth that both derives from and becomes power.

			I cannot tell anything yet from his face, except that he keeps it inflexibly aimed at me. He has not looked once at the crowds that flank him and me, and I doubt that he has even noticed the prostrate vendor and the debris of the kitchen.

			I do not want to think explicitly about the sword, yet it keeps attracting my attention by sending forward to my eyes piercing gleams of reflection of the sun, as though the blade can project its stabbing power to great distances. I push the sword aside in my mind as just another accouterment, a symbol of authority—a fat creature’s assertion of his manly power. I look away from it, but ai! It cuts me again with an upstroke of razor-edged sunlight.

			He is approaching me with a rapidity for which I am grateful. I haven’t much time to wonder what is going to happen to me.

			He is wearing a conical hat of the old-fashioned mandarin style—even to the spray of red-silk threads that falls from the apex. He dresses out of, as he lives for, the past.

			Now I begin to see his face: it does not look as fat as his torso. From this distance, bobbing atop his strides, it surprises me by its lack of harshness or brutality; I have the impression rather of a cool, complacent arrogance.

			He is not more than twenty paces away. I suddenly see, as separate entities, his lips, his eyes. There is an illusion, grotesque as the seeming smile on a dead face, of some pleasantry unexpressed, a fleeting joke. The thin lips are drawn back (he’s short of breath?), the eyes sparkle (so does the sword).

			I feel my body tightening, as though, without thinking it through, I dimly expect him to lunge at me with that blade as soon as he is close enough.

			He stumbles. He has failed to sense some minor unevenness of footing, and his left ankle seems to crumple under him. He falters only slightly, however, and I see that he is a man of unusual agility; he has that grace so often seen in the obese, who turn their hateful tonnage into a lovely weightless floating. His recovery is on the instant, and it seems to me possible that the crowd standing at distances may not even have noticed his false step. But I have. He knows I have. There has been a quick whipping of the sword, which he has used as the tightrope walker uses his long bamboo pole; he drops his eyes to the sword blade with a swift pout of his mouth, as if the misstep had been the sword’s fault.

			This incident, small as it was, has given me great encouragement, for I have had a glimpse, which Governor K’ung surely did not want me to catch, of fallibility. I feel my body, which had grown so tense, relaxing, and I am able to raise my left leg a little higher. (I have not the slightest thought of weariness.) I see that Governor K’ung, coming on, has noticed the movement of my thigh, and I believe I see a shade of surprise on his face, and it occurs to me that he has noticed for the first time, watching my leg move, that I am a woman. Had he not been told this?

			By now, if he were indeed going to rush at me, he would have to be quickening his pace, leaning his stoutness into the start of the assault. But he marches still.

			I make no pretense now of keeping my head lowered and my eyes hooded. I must see him, measure him. I am impelled to check on the forward-pointing sword.

			Half a dozen paces. One, two, three, four, five. Now comes a dance of halting. It is the pure military stop: the right foot plunged into immobility, the left foot rising up as if with astonishment and then crashing down, finis, beside the right. During this maneuver, which was accomplished with an impressive jiggling of fatty tissue, I had the feeling that the Governor’s eyes were not looking at me but were bulging with myriad lenses like the eyes of a fly, and that he was looking into every pair of eyes all around the reviewing ground watching him. I mean I had an impression of vanity of an absolutely staggering dimension. Whatever happens, I must take this into account.

			Involuntarily I do now lower my head a little, pulling it down into my shoulders, for seeing the sword still held parallel to the ground I have a sudden fear that this supple ball of fat will whisk the sword through the air without a word and cut my head off. This is not too much to imagine; I have witnessed beheadings.

			But what is that I see in the sun glints that are still on the sword? (I hear the man puffing.) There is a fine trembling. I might not have noticed the tremor on the bare steel itself, but intermittently the delicate shaking brings quick little darts of sunshine into my eyes.

			Governor K’ung stands at attention in front of me. He is close to me, well within sword’s reach.

			At first he says nothing. He is sucking in air with his mouth open, and I suppose he is catching his breath. Vividly I see him.

			He is exactly my height; our eye beams are entangled without an upward reach on either side. The pupils of his, under the puffy epicanthic folds of “good” yellow eyes, are dark mirrors in this light; the whites, pure white. Nothing clouds those clear eyes: never drugs, I would wager, no drink, no inner doubt. Could it be that an ascetic lives in this house of fat? To judge by the eyes, he is swift-minded, keen. My earlier impression, that his face is not as fat-looking as his torso, is confirmed, but his face is not for this reason haggard or drawn. His black brows are unusually wide and thick, his lips are wire-thin. Everything leads up to the brilliant eyes under the enormous brows; the mouth has to be abandoned, one cannot stay with that mean cut. The eyes speak to me, through their glittering, cheerful lenses, of filthy hatred, of haughtiness, of determination to hold me and all my white kind down in the dirt.

			And one other awful feature: the thick neck. We have heard of this aggressive neck in distant provinces, and it is justly famous. The man’s head is not small, yet downward from the ears there is a gross filling out—and not, it seems, to fat, but to a powerful corded lay of muscles which give the impression that they contain, like the bull’s neck, erectile tissue for combat.

			We stand and look each other over with frank, open stares, which would not be permissible in commonplace encounters: man and woman shamelessly stripping each other, to and beneath flesh, searching out with indecent haste the innermost core.

			It must appear to the crowd (the vain Governor seems so aware of appearances) that we are talking to each other in low voices.

			I look even more closely at the Governor’s eyes, to try to see what he is thinking. I see his continuing surprise—he feels both cheated and titillated—at my being a desirable young woman. His gaze descends to my breasts, my hips. I believe I see him shaking off speculations, as if those glances had been little stumbles, like the one his foot made approaching me; agilely his eyes return to mine. He wants now to see how afraid I am.

			Suddenly a thought comes into my head, as it were, from one side, and it almost knocks me off my one-legged perch: The vendor is lying off to my left. This is one thought the Governor cannot read. I feel sure he is unaware of the vendor. What will come into our relationship when the Governor knows about the vendor? I must weigh this.

			The Governor’s breathing is easier now. Those terrible lips lie together, he can manage through his nose. Yet he does not speak to me. What is he trying to do? Does he mean to stare me to death? Or has he not made up his mind what to do? Has my unexpected girlhood thrown him off course?

			He has a row of medals on his vast chest. The metal circlets overlap each other, hanging from their ribbons, but they seem to be identical, and the one that is fully exposed has in low relief an unmistakable (because of the neck) profile of Governor K’ung himself. Ai! The self-praising hero. Now my eyes move from breast to hip, right hip, where I see a revolver in a holster. He has modern means of doing away with me; he has a whole platoon of men with rifles at his back. Why then the sword? Is it (how I would like to blunt it with thoughts!) only ceremonial? Is it just for salutes? To remind of the past when we whites were slaves?

			How effulgent the satin of his blue tunic! How many hours did it take how many white women silk-reelers to unravel cocoons for that tunic? With this thought—and remembering the vendor—anger has welled up in me, old white anger. I look in the Governor’s eyes. I see the tiny veiled jump there when he makes out that I am angry. He is the one who is supposed to be angry. But I see plainly that he is not. He is a man with his own image hanging on his chest trying to make some calculations. I think I might prefer to find him angry.

			He seems to exude cheerfulness and patience. His demeanor seems to say, “I have plenty of time. I have all day. I have all the time in the world.” He has the good humor of the truly fat. No, it is more impenetrable than that: He has the good humor of the bigot. Bigots can be all too pleasant, for they have no doubts to worry them. Yes, something like a smile plays around those lambent eyes—nothing could be said to “play” around his lips; anything that trifled there might trip and maim itself. The Governor is definitely not in a hurry, and he has the look in his eyes of being in good spirits, notwithstanding that delicate shaking I saw on the sword blade.

			But why doesn’t he speak?

			Hooo, I must keep my eyes away from his. I must not let him see the fear I feel. He must see nothing but white skin.

			He is wearing a curious sash as a baldric from which the sword’s scabbard is hung. I focus on it. A stretch of it shows, crossing his chest under his tunic, which hangs open at the front. The sash is a width of embroidered silk on which a story is told in
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