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			To Calvin Lau

		


		
			Beijing

			The Eighteenth Century

		


		
			Prologue

			I was born with a jade pendant in my mouth. In my mouth. At birth.

			So claimed the Jia family legend.

			The upholder of this legend was my grandmother, matriarch of the Jia family, the sun around whom the rest of us revolved. There were, in my opinion, reasons to doubt Grandmother’s veracity. Only three eyewitnesses vouched for the supposed miracle: my grandmother and two nurses, both old family retainers. My mother, I noticed, never said she had seen anything. The two nurses were, of course, going to corroborate anything my grandmother said: they were her bondservants, she owned them. In the end, the legend rested solely on Grandmother’s word.

			Also, the jade already had a hole in it for a cord. Apparently, the heavenly powers that had placed it in my mouth had foreseen the practicalities of wearing a pendant.

			I had no solid proof Grandmother was fabricating. On the other hand, I could easily imagine her lifting the mother-of-pearl lid to one of her many jewel boxes, plucking out an old jade piece that everyone else had forgotten about, and using it to conjure up a family legend that she, in her shrewdness, knew would dazzle for generations. As a result, I could never be sure whether my jade was a message from a higher realm or simply another example of Jia family self-aggrandizement.

			While I harbored doubts about the legend, the rest of the world did not. Throughout my childhood and youth, I was known as the boy with the jade in his mouth. Scores of people who did not even know my name, who would not recognize me if I bowed before them, knew about the boy with the jade. Even the Emperor, I had been reliably informed, knew about the boy with the jade.

			As a physical object, my jade was unremarkable: a rectangular flat pendant, two fingers wide, carved of pale green jade, covered on one side with an eight-character inscription. Grandmother’s telling, however, had endowed it with magical properties. My jade was, according to her, the guarantor of my health, my happiness, my success. She insisted I wear it all the time, which I did, hung about my neck on a woven silk cord of five colors. As long as I did that, she swore, I was protected from all harm.

			For most of my childhood, the legend seemed to hold true: my jade did have magical properties. I was extraordinarily healthy. I grew up tall and was deemed handsome. I was always happy. I experienced love in all its manifestations—familial, romantic, sensual. Even I came to believe in the legend of the jade.

			As my childhood neared its end and adulthood approached, though, my jade seemed to lose its magic, and Grandmother’s claims began to ring hollow. My happiness turned to misery, my health failed, I sank into a profound melancholy.

			

			Then, when I least expected it, the magic of my jade reappeared and showed me the way to a new life.

		


		
			1

			My childhood was unusual in many respects. Not only was I supposedly born with a jade pendant in my mouth, my family, the Jia family, was enormously wealthy, one of the “Eight Noble Families of China.” In another deviation from the typical, I did not live with my parents. Instead, I lived with my grandmother in another courtyard of our mansion.

			I had lived with Grandmother since birth. The official story was that upon first seeing me Grandmother was so enamored she insisted I grow up, not minutes away in my parents’ courtyard, but in her own. Behind my back, but sometimes within my overhearing, people said Grandmother simply wanted a child to spoil rotten. In either case, if Grandmother wanted me, I was hers, for in our household, whatever Grandmother wanted, she got.

			I do not mean to imply I lived far away from my parents: Grandmother’s courtyard was only a short walk from theirs. Indeed, all my immediate relatives—not only my grandmother and parents but also my older sister, younger half-brother, younger half-sister, sister-in-law (widow of an older brother of mine who had died when I was very young), her son, my first uncle, first aunt, and their three children—lived somewhere or another within our sprawling family compound of four hundred mu in the center of Beijing.

			For me, living in Grandmother’s courtyard was ideal. While I loved my grandmother and mother, I feared my father.

			My problem with my father was that he seemed to detest me. I could never understand why. I was an excellent student at Jia Clan School, something Father, with his devotion to Confucian values, should have appreciated. I never said anything in his presence except an occasional “yes,” certainly never anything to offend. Yet every time he saw me, he berated and belittled me.

			Fortunately, living as I did in Grandmother’s courtyard, Father’s antipathy toward me mattered little. I could luxuriate Grandmother’s doting attention, see my mother as much as I pleased, and at the same time avoid my father almost to the point of never seeing him at all.

			I have said that as a child I was always happy. Yet my eleventh year saw my happiness increase even more. That year, I met my soulmate.

			Two months after my eleventh birthday, I learned that a girl I had never met would soon be coming to our mansion to live with us. Her name was Daiyu, she was a first cousin on my father’s side, and she was a year younger than I.

			Daiyu lived far to the south of us, in the Grand Canal city of Yangzhou, where her father was imperial salt commissioner. The position of Yangzhou salt commissioner was notoriously lucrative, but in this case wealth did not bring happiness, for Daiyu’s mother, my father’s sister, died when her child was only ten.

			The father was at a loss. Daiyu had no brothers or sisters to keep her company (a rarity in an aristocratic family, but so it was); her father’s duties as salt commissioner kept him occupied day and night; and he did not wish to entrust the upbringing of his only child to servants. Meanwhile, Grandmother, who loved nothing more than to be surrounded by happy, carefree children, was entreating him to send Daiyu north so she could live with us. After months of hesitation, Daiyu’s father consented.

			Grandmother sent a ship and crew of servants to Yangzhou. Since the journey down and back up the Grand Canal would take at least three months, we could not predict the day Daiyu would arrive. As it happened, I was away from our family mansion that day.

			I had spent the day making offerings on behalf of the Jia family at a Buddhist temple we supported in the Western Hills. I arrived back after dusk, hastily washed my face and changed from my dirty riding jacket and robe into a clean robe, then headed to Grandmother’s sitting room to say goodnight.

			Grandmother was reclining on her couch, with two maids massaging her shoulders. I entered and in the dim candlelight saw only her ample figure clothed in a shimmering, gold-threaded robe. “Baoyu,” she said. “Come in. Look who’s here.”

			I turned my eyes to the right and saw next to Grandmother a thin waif of a young girl clad in a modest white dress and light mauve vest. “It’s your cousin, Daiyu.” Grandmother gave the thin waif a push. “Daiyu, meet your cousin Bao.”

			Daiyu got up from the couch, approached me, and we bowed to each other. When we rose and I finally saw her candle-lit face at close distance, I felt a shiver at the back of my neck, down to the roots of my hair.

			We had met before. There was no doubt about it. I recognized the thin but elegantly sculpted face. The knitted eyebrows that almost touched above the nose. The liquid eyes, in which candles reflected like stars. The aristocratic nose. The small mouth. The delectable scent, like osmanthus. Somewhere, somehow, we had already met.

			But where? Hadn’t Grandmother said Daiyu had never been to Beijing? Was I dreaming?

			I turned to Grandmother. “I’ve met this person before.”

			“No, no, don’t be silly. This is your cousin, Daiyu, the one we’ve been expecting.” Grandmother extended a golden arm toward me. “Show her your jade, Baoyu. We were just talking about it.”

			I gritted my teeth. I was used to meeting people who were more interested in my jade than in me as a person. But not now, not now! I was poised at a mysterious, possibly life-changing moment. Standing before me was a beautiful girl with whom I felt a special bond. I desperately wanted to be seen as more than a receptacle for a stone.

			Daiyu stared at me, awaiting the presentation of the legendary jade. My grandmother leaned back on her couch, smiling, ready to take delight in yet another awe-struck reaction. I sulked, once again upstaged by my jade.

			I had no choice, I had to obey Grandmother. I quickly yanked the silk cord over my head and handed the jade to Daiyu. Or thought I handed it to her, for in truth my action was so swift, and her reaction so unsure, the jade dropped between us and clattered across the slate floor.

			Eight maids leapt from the dark periphery of the room to corner the precious stone. Grandmother lurched forward, supported by the two maids who had been massaging her. “Baoyu, what are you doing? Your life depends on your jade, yet you toss it around like an old chicken bone!”

			Fortunately, the jade was unharmed.

			I turned to Daiyu and saw tears in her eyes. Grandmother too must have noticed, for she said, “Now, now, don’t feel bad. Come, both of you, sit here with me on the couch.”

			Daiyu sat down demurely to Grandmother’s left. I, as was my custom, plopped onto Grandmother’s lap. Daiyu’s arresting knitted eyebrows rose in astonishment when she saw me sitting on our mutual grandmother’s gold-threaded lap.

			“How old are you?” I asked Daiyu.

			She needed to clear her throat; crying had clouded her voice. “Ten.”

			“Have you done much reading?”

			“No. I’ve only studied two years and know just a few characters.”

			At least she had received some instruction in reading; we would have something to talk about. Many aristocratic families followed the maxim that the only things a girl should be taught are the needle and the thread.

			“What books are you studying?”

			“The Four Books.”

			At this point, the majestic grandfather clock my grandmother had imported from Germany began its sonorous musical announcement of the hour. Daiyu had obviously neither heard nor seen a grandfather clock before: her face went through successive stages of alarm, bewilderment, and finally amazement, the last after I sprang up and guided her to the front of the enormous and mysterious contraption.

			The clock had struck nine. “It’s late. We should all go to bed,” Grandmother said. “Daiyu, you’re my granddaughter, you’re ten years old, and I’ve never had a chance to get to know you. I want to make up for all that lost time. You sleep here in my courtyard, with Baoyu and me.”

			I felt as if I were soaring in air, like a kite in full wind. To be sharing quarters with a ravishing newcomer was more than I’d dared hope for. I wrapped my arms around Grandmother’s wrinkled neck. “What a wonderful idea!”

			As Grandmother melted into my embrace, I stole a look at Daiyu. Once again, her knitted eyebrows were raised, but this time not as much.
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			Before Daiyu arrived, my thoughts about her had teetered between eagerness and wariness. Having a friend my own age and social class would be a rare treat. Even at the tender age of eleven, however, I knew aristocratic families liked to marry first cousins to each other, and I couldn’t help wondering whether Daiyu’s coming to live in our mansion was an audition.

			Once she arrived, all worries vanished, joy reigned supreme. For three years, Daiyu and I lived together in Grandmother’s courtyard. For three years, we played like kittens.

			Added to my joy during those years was the fact my father was rarely around. Shortly after Daiyu’s arrival, Father was appointed a vice minister in the Ministry of Works. From that time on, I benefited again and again from disasters. Repeated flooding along the Yellow River, a major earthquake in Sichuan Province, a devastating fire in Hangzhou—each new disaster led to Father disappearing for months. He traveled to far-flung places to inspect damage; then, back home, worked day and night at the ministry to bring about repairs. I was forgotten—out of sight, out of mind.

			Daiyu and I developed a routine. Mornings, I would head off to Jia Clan School, where I memorized, character by character, the Confucian classics: the Analects, Great Learning, Doctrine of the Mean, and so forth. She stayed in her room, taught herself characters, and learned to write poetry. She knew more characters than she had admitted the night we first met, and so gifted was she that, with only minimal help from me, she soon became my equal in both reading and writing.

			After I came home from school, we were inseparable: first, sharing a midday meal; then, throwing ourselves into our enthusiasm of the moment.

			Initially, it was Go: the nineteen vertical and nineteen horizontal lines of the Go board became our universe. Not only did we play, we became students of the game, collecting treatises and learning the tactics of Go masters of the past. Kong Rong and Wang Jixin were our heroes, to us as mighty as warriors. We each had our favorite strategies. I preferred “Crab Strangled in Foliage” and “Yellow Hawk Seizes Hare.” She favored “Corner Kill in Thirty-Six Moves” and “Ten Galloping Dragons.”

			Initially, our abilities in Go were equal. As time went on, though, she became better. Finally, on a freezing winter day, things came to a head.

			

			We played that day atop a kang covered with a Persian carpet patterned in pink and white roses. We placed a low zitan wood table between us, set our Go board on top of the table, and between moves lounged back on rabbit fur pillows. Sandalwood incense sweetened the air, while the kang radiated warmth that kept the clammy cold at bay.

			Daiyu wore a cloak of cream silk with an embroidered design of blue-green bamboo. In her hair she wore silver butterflies with tiny ruby spots. When she bent over to study the board, her posethe line of her long, free-flowing hair merging into the line of her armreminded me of a painting our family owned, a portrait of a Ming Dynasty beauty by Tang Yin

			The game took about two hours. For the most part I held my own, but at one point I responded to a ko threat I should have ignored, and as a result all my stones on one side of the board were caught in a net. After we had both passed our turns and the game was at an end, we tallied up the score. I had lost by seven.

			Despite having won, Daiyu looked dissatisfied. “I’d like to suggest something. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I think, maybe, when we play, we should … give you a handicap.”

			I felt as if someone had clubbed me from behind. A handicap? Against a girl?

			Then I thought: Daiyu is the smartest girl I’ve ever met. Though it pains me to admit it, she’s at least as smart as I am. At least.

			Why not a handicap?

			She proposed a handicap of seven, the number by which I had just lost. This seemed to me excessive: I couldn’t agree to a handicap of seven against a mere girl. Finally, we agreed on a handicap of two. Once this was in place, she still won more often than I did, but at least our games were closer.

			Our next passion was painting. We started by using our regular writing brushes and ink to produce simple monochrome sketches. Then we began experimenting with colors. One day, as we were sketching flowers in Grandmother’s courtyard, Daiyu said, “I’m getting tired of doing just sketches. I’d like to do a painting. Maybe we could do a painting together.”

			“I’d love to do a painting with you. What should we paint?”

			Daiyu put down her brush and leaned back on her stool. As she thought, her knitted eyebrows kissed each other. “If we’re going to work on it together, it should be a handscroll, so we won’t get in each other’s way. Since we’re just starting out, we should copy another painting; that would be much better than trying to make up something on our own. The painting we copy should be a very fine painting. Do you think we could find something in Grandmother’s collection?”

			I remembered a magnificent handscroll Grandmother sometimes brought out on special occasions: an old and excellent copy of the famous painting Qingming Festival Along the River. A panorama of Kaifeng, the Chinese capital seven hundred years before, this handscroll offered every painting challenge two budding young artists could imagine: country landscapes, a river, boats, bridges, gates, buildings, shops, restaurants, people (eight hundred of them it was said), animalsan entire world recreated in ink and color.

			Grandmother located the painting in a treasure chest hidden in a back room of her courtyard. The moment Daiyu and I saw it, we agreed it was perfect.

			We commandeered a large room on the north side of the mansion that was normally used to store produce from our country estates. In it we placed a varnished table long enough that we could lay out—full length, one above the other—Grandmother’s handscroll and a blank roll of pongee silk cut to the same height and length. We spent almost a month rounding up supplies: more pigments, brushes, glue, mortars, strainers, water jars, saucers, and two portable stoves.

			We spent nearly a year on the painting. I began at the right and worked toward the center, she began at the center and worked to the left. Every afternoon we would take up our positions, both of us standing in front of the varnished table, a considerable distance between us, hazy northern light streaming in through lattice windows. Between strokes of my brush, I would sneak glances at Daiyuat her slender figure, the graceful movements of her arm, her intense concentration as she leaned over Grandmother’s painting and pondered the details of an apothecary’s shop, a palanquin, a camel.

			The fact I was able to paint at all surprised me: I had never painted before. My talents, however, were limited; Daiyu was much the better painter. Whenever she put down her brush and walked over to inspect my half of the painting, I knew my artistic inadequacies were about to be exposed.

			She would bend over, place her elegant right index finger on her lower lip, and closely examine detail after detail. At some point, a slight frown would cross her face. The finger would point up, then down, and finally land on a section of my latest handiwork.

			I would lean over to get a closer look. Let’s say it was an area where I had tried to paint a two-story restaurant. I would quickly see the problem. “Oops. The railing on the second floor is completely out of kilter, isn’t it? I can’t seem to do good ruler work. Oh well, I’ll do it over.”

			Once again, Daiyu would scrutinize my work. Once again, the finger would pounce.  Once again, with trepidation, I would look.

			Perhaps this time the finger pointed to an attempt on my part to paint a group of boatmen. “I see what you’re talking about. This one seems to have a swollen hand, and that one’s leg looks crippled. All right, more overpainting.”

			Daiyu would offer a collegial smile. “We want our painting to be perfect, don’t we?”

			I would smile back. “Of course.”

			Another enthusiasm of ours was kite flying. One windy spring day I said, “Let’s take out our kites and get rid of our bad luck.” Daiyu immediately agreed.

			She rummaged among our collection of kites and chose one that had seven swans flying in a long line. I chose a “pretty lady” kite: a beautiful woman surrounded by lotus blossoms and two kingfishers.

			

			We each brought along three maids to carry our equipment: kite, raising-stick, cross-piece, and winder. Headed by Daiyu and myself, our eight-person procession wound its way through corridors and gates to the vacant land that lay behind our mansion.

			Daiyu preferred to supervise: she would stand at a distance and give orders as her three maids fastened the cross-piece to the raising-stick and paid out the string from the winder. I liked to do everything myself, although I also wanted my three young, attractive maids to hover nearby.

			After a certain amount of fumbling, both our kites rose into the air. Her seven white swans looked like clouds in the sky. My pretty lady shimmered with color: the red and blue of the lady’s dress and the two kingfishers, the pink of the lotus blossoms, and the green of the lotus leaves.

			“It’s pulling hard,” Daiyu’s favorite maid, Swallow, said to her. “Shall we send it off? Here are the scissors.”

			Daiyu’s face turned mournful; she shut her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t have the heart to let it go.”

			“That’s the main reason for flying kites,” Swallow said. “The pleasure of seeing them fly away. Not to mention the fact it’s supposed to get rid of your bad luck. Why is our young lady so stingy this year? Every year we send off a few kites. Here, if you won’t do it, I will.”

			Swallow clipped the kite’s string, and the seven swans soared into the empyrean.

			By now, Daiyu’s melancholy had infected me: the disappearance of the seven swans seemed tragic. “I hope they land somewhere nice,” I said. “Where there are people. Children, maybe.

			“But what if they land someplace terrible? What if they land in the middle of a desert?”

			Tears started to form in Daiyu’s eyes. I realized I was depressing her when I should have been trying to cheer her up.

			“What about this?” I said. “I’ll let my pretty lady go, and she can follow your swans and take care of them. If they land in a desert, she can lead them out.”

			I cut my kite’s string, and the brilliant colors of my pretty lady hastened after Daiyu’s seven white swans. As we both looked up, Daiyu’s tears turned into a resigned smile.
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			Daiyu and I loved being active, loved being engaged in a pursuit or a challenge. Sometimes, though, we liked to be still. Often when we were still, we slipped into one of what we called our Zen conversations.

			One baking day in the middle of summer, Daiyu and I sat on porcelain garden stools inside the covered veranda of Grandmother’s courtyard. Rows of birdcages filled with parrots, cockatoos, and canaries surrounded us. The canaries sang.

			Daiyu wore a simple blue-and-white dress of lightweight, supple silk. Cloisonné chrysanthemums bloomed in her hair. From my vantage point, the foliage of a crabapple tree in the center of the courtyard framed her face. Even from a distance, I could catch whiffs of her delectable osmanthus scent.

			The heat had flattened our energy, neither of us had stirred for minutes. A bucket of ice sat beside each of us, but the mist from the ice dissipated as soon as it met the parched air.

			“Can I ask you something?” Daiyu said.

			I adored her soft Southern accent: the way she left off r’s at the ends of words, turned sh into s.

			“Of course.”

			“You have four beautiful girls to choose from. One of them is an accomplished musician. The second, an accomplished painter. The third, an accomplished poet. The fourth, an accomplished seamstress. Which of these four beautiful girls do you choose?”

			I let out a sigh. Various possible answers floated through my mind. If I wanted to be simple and direct, I could say: I don’t want any of those girls, Daiyu, I want only you. But to say something that honest and straight-forward would violate the complexities of our relationship and the joy we found in word play. Daiyu and I reveled in ambiguity, indirection, literary allusion. Thus, instead of giving the simple answer, I said, “Though the river may be immense, one gourdful will suffice me.”

			Daiyu said nothing. Only the songs of the canaries sounded. After three or four still breaths, she said, “What if the river carries away your gourd?”

			“It will not. My gourd cannot be carried away.”

			“What if the river dries up and your gourd is lost?”

			I ransacked my brain for literary inspiration. Finally I said, “My heart is like a willow catkin caught in the mud. How can it fly away like a partridge in the spring wind?”

			“The first rule of Zen is not to tell lies.”

			“I’m telling the truth. I swear it by the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Holy Brotherhood.”

			An imperious red-and-blue parrot in a cage across from us let out a brazen “Kee-waak.”

			I laughed. “See, doesn’t that verify what I was saying?”

			Daiyu wrinkled her nose. “Good or bad fortune in the affairs of men does not depend upon the cry of a bird.”

			I had a theory as to why Daiyu and I were so close, why we seemed to fit into each other’s personalities like yin and yang. My theory went back to a feeling we both had on that awkward evening when we first met in Grandmother’s sitting room.

			We had never met before, never even been in the same city before. Yet the moment I laid eyes on her, I felt to an absolute certainty we had previously met. I later learned Daiyu too had had the same reaction: immediately upon seeing me, she knew we had met before.

			Throughout my childhood the concept of karmic amnesia fascinated me. All of us have gone through prior lives, and those prior lives determine what happens to us in our present lives: this is our karma. Yet we have no memory of those prior lives.

			Isn’t that odd? Our lives are governed by events in our own past, yet we have no memory of those events.

			

			What fascinated me about our relationship was that it seemed an exception to the rule of karmic amnesia. She and I hadn’t met in our present lives, yet we remembered each other. Therefore, we must have been remembering something from our prior lives. In this one rare instance, a slight rent existed in the curtain separating present and prior lives.

			I tried with all my might to remember more of what had transpired between Daiyu and me in our prior lives, but I came up with nothing: karmic amnesia reasserted itself. I knew only that Daiyu’s and my relationship was more than a childhood infatuation. It had a significance that transcended different existences.

		


		
			2

			Two-and-a-half years after Daiyu arrived, another female first cousin of mine came to live at the Jia mansion. Her name was Baochai, she was from my mother’s side, and she was the same age as I.

			Baochai came not by herself, as Daiyu had, but with her widowed mother and older brother, all moving to our mansion from their previous home in Nanjing. Baochai’s family was wealthy: they owned pawn shops scattered across the land. Her father had died, however; her brother had proven irresponsible; and her mother, who was originally from Beijing, wanted to be near relatives. The two sisters, Baochai’s mother and mine, were particularly close.

			My family invited Baochai’s family to reside in Pear Tree Court, a small but complete residence located on our grounds with its own separate entrance to the street. Years before, my great-grandfather had built Pear Tree Court as his retirement retreat. With little hesitation, Baochai’s family accepted our offer.

			Everyone agreed Baochai was beautiful. She had a face shaped like a goose egg, black reflective eyes like pools of water, and a mouth like a little red cherry. Everyone also agreed Baochai had, to use the language of the older generation, a marvelous disposition. She was quiet except when spoken to, polite when a response was called for, obedient at all times, and as even-tempered as a girl could be. She was, in short, the type of girl of whom every mother of an unmarried son would say: she would make the ideal daughter-in-law.

			Baochai and Daiyu made an interesting contrast: both were beautiful, but in opposite ways. Baochai’s beauty was classic; Daiyu’s, individual. Baochai’s rounded features suggested solidity and tranquility; Daiyu’s thin face and restless eyes, a type of nervous energy. Their eyebrows epitomized their differences. Baochai’s brows were exquisite, almost to the point of cliché: “as thin and finely curved as the sickle of the new moon.” Daiyu’s knitted brows were unusual, arresting—and to me, irresistible.

			From the time she arrived, Baochai was better liked among the members of our household than was Daiyu. Baochai exuded a graciousness that drew little distinction between masters and servants; even the most junior maid knew the warmth of her smile from time to time. She was highly intelligent but cloaked her intelligence in humility.

			Daiyu, on the other hand, struck many as arrogant: she was smart, and she knew it. Daiyu inspired fierce loyalty in her favorite maid, Swallow, but ignored most of the other servants in our household.

			I differed from the household consensus. Daiyu was my soulmate, our relationship transcended existences, we had met in prior lives. In our present lives, we had for two-and-a-half years lived together in Grandmother’s courtyard, sharing our meals, our enthusiasms, our studies, our idle hours. Baochai was a beautiful, intelligent, well-mannered girl. I was, however, already taken.

			I wondered how Baochai’s arrival affected my marriage prospects, whether this was another audition.

			I still regarded Daiyu as the strong favorite to become my bride. For one thing, Daiyu, as a first cousin on my father’s side, was a closer relative than Baochai, merely a first cousin on Mother’s side. More importantly, Grandmother would have the dominant say, and from the first night Daiyu arrived Grandmother had done everything in her power to bring Daiyu and me together. Grandmother had decided that Daiyu and I should live together in her courtyard. She had watched the two of us become inseparable. She had always taken joy in seeing the two of us live, study, and play together. It was hard to imagine she had in mind any bride for me other than Daiyu.

			On the other hand, I couldn’t ignore the strange relationship of our three names: Baoyu, Daiyu, Baochai. Each girl shared half my name, but they shared different halves. I saw a triangle, with me at the apex—an image that concerned me.

			While Daiyu and I were soulmates, I also felt a pull toward Baochai. One cold winter afternoon I walked over to Pear Tree Court to visit her. I found her seated on the kang in her inner room, sewing. Her hair was in a simple bun, without ornamentation. She wore no cosmetics, and her clothing seemed a bit worn: a dun padded gown, topped by a mulberry fur-lined vest. Lack of adornment only enhanced her beauty; she looked delicious.

			Baochai put down the perfume sachet she was embroidering, invited me to sit on the edge of the kang, and ordered her maid to serve us tea. In formal fashion, she asked after the health of my grandmother, mother, father, sister-in-law, half-sister, half-brother, uncle, aunt, and all my various cousins.

			All the while she seemed to be staring at my chest. Finally she said, “Cousin Bao, I’ve heard so much about your jade, but I’ve never seen it up close. Do you think I could have a good look at it?”

			Normally I resisted requests of this sort, but so charmed was I by Baochai that day I immediately said yes. I took off my stone and handed it to her.

			She examined it closely. “Why it has an inscription!”

			“Yes.”

			She read the inscription out loud:

			“Never lose, never forget,

			Fragrant youth, eternal life.”

			Baochai seemed surprised by the inscription. I wondered why: it didn’t seem that remarkable to me. Baochai read the characters out loud again. Odd, I thought.

			I looked over and saw Baochai’s maid, instead of serving us tea, staring at us, slack jawed. Noticing the same thing, Baochai said to her, “Why aren’t you serving us tea instead of just standing there?”

			The maid let out a nervous giggle. “The inscription on Second Master’s jade is almost the same as the one on your pendant.”

			“You have an inscription too?” I said to Baochai.

			Baochai looked away, adjusted her hair. “Don’t pay any attention to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

			“Cousin, I think there’s an inscription.”

			“It’s of absolutely no importance.”

			“Cousin, be fair. I showed you my inscription. Now you should show me yours.”

			Baochai paused, forced a smile, and reached into her mulberry vest. Her hand emerged with a massive rectangular object that shone like the rising sun on a clear morningsolid gold, with a border of pearls, rubies, and sapphires.

			She handed me the brilliant ornament. I brought it to my eyes and read out loud the inscription:

			“Never leave, never abandon,

			Fragrant youth, always lasting.

			“Why cousin, it’s virtually the same as mine!”

			Baochai shrugged, said nothing.

			

			I was baffled. Was the similarity of our inscriptions a message from a higher realm? If so, what was the message?

			Maybe, though, the explanation was more mundane: engravers were an unimaginative lot and employed the same themes repeatedly, assuming the wearers would never notice. If this was the case, the similarity of our inscriptions was meaningless.

			I looked at Baochai. “You weren’t born with this thing in your mouth, were you?”

			She looked at her bulky pendant and laughed. “No.”

			“The words were given to our lady by a scabby-headed Buddhist monk,” Baochai’s maid said. “He said it should be engraved on—”

			“That’s enough, Oriole,” Baochai interrupted. “Serve the tea.” Oriole made haste to obey.

			Did this added bit of information, that Baochai’s inscription had come from a Buddhist monk, support the theory of a message from a higher realm? Possibly.

			I might have pondered myself into a headache had not Baochai’s mother come into the room and said, “I have some goose foot preserve and pickled duck tongues. Why don’t you join us for something to eat, Baoyu?” I accepted, and after the third or fourth cup of wine, the similarity of our inscriptions took its place as simply another anomaly in my already irregular life.
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			Secrets did not exist in the Jia mansion.

			We owned around three hundred servants. Servants surrounded us every moment of our lives. Wherever we were, whatever we did, whatever we said, servants were watching and listening. On top of that, most of those servants had little to do except stand around all day and gossip.

			Two days after my visit with Baochai, I came home from school and hurried in to see Daiyu. She was reclining on her kang, reading a book of poetry.

			I sat down on the kang. “Hello.”

			

			She ignored me.

			“Cousin, hello.”

			Again, she ignored me.

			“Cousin, is something the matter?”

			She slammed down her book of poetry. “No, nothing’s the matter.”

			“Would you like to do something together?”

			She turned away. “You don’t need me anymore. You have a new playmate. One who’s beautiful and rich and whom everyone likes. I’m sure she’s much nicer to be with than I am.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I’m talking about what everybody else is talking about.” She threw her head back, raised her arms above her head, and began waving them around, as if in celebration. “The marriage of the jade and the gold.”

			I snorted and shook my head. “Cousin, how could you possibly believe I’d rather spend time with Baochai than with you. Why, compared to you, I barely even know Baochai. Think of all the things we’ve shared. Our feelings of having met before. Our years of living togetheralmost three now. Our games. Our painting. Our Zen conversations.”

			Daiyu continued to glare at me.

			“Also, you’re much more closely related to me than Baochai is. You’re a first cousin on Father’s side, she’s only on Mother’s side. I’m hardly even related to Baochai.”

			Daiyu’s hands flew to her face. Tears came to her eyes.

			I scooted across the kang and took hold of her hands.

			“Baoyu, you do things that provoke people,” she said between sobs. “You’re always doing things that provoke me.”

			“What? What have I done today?”

			Daiyu looked around the room, her eyebrows squeezed together in a worried frown. Then she focused on me. “You don’t have your fox fur cape on, and today’s even colder than yesterday. You’re going to make yourself sick, and then we’ll all be in trouble.” She grabbed my arm, rested her head on it, and continued to cry.
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			The best present I ever received was the one Grandmother gave me for my fourteenth birthday.

			For several years Grandmother had had among her numerous junior maids a girl named Amber. Grandmother thought the world of Amber: Amber was the smartest junior maid Grandmother had ever had, also the best seamstress, a matter of no small importance to Grandmother.

			For my fourteenth birthday, Grandmother gifted me with Amber.

			From birth I had always been attended to by ten or so junior maids, but these maids belonged to Grandmother and worked under Rosebud, Grandmother’s chief maid. Now, Grandmother had decided I would have my own chief maid, and all my junior maids would report to her. That chief maid would be Amber.

			I was delighted. Partly because I now had my own independent householda milestone on the road to adulthood. Mostly because I now had Amber.

			Amber, a year older than I, was too short, her body too stocky, to be a classic beauty, but she had a pert ebullience that was just as appealing. She greeted the world with sparkling round eyes, a winsome smile, a ready laugh, and a cheerful word. Gifted with practical intelligence, she could solve any problem, unravel any mystery. Her high cheekbones, turned-up nose, and soft hair hypnotized me.

			Amber soon came to play a major role in my life. It all took shape one memorable day in Second Month.
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			First Uncle and Aunt’s courtyard in the Jia mansion backed onto a splendid garden, one never more splendid than in late winter when its many plum trees came into blossom. One morning soon after my fourteenth birthday, my aunt invited the ladies of the family to a plum blossom viewing party in her garden. I too was invited, for at this time in my life, wherever the ladies went, I went. Usually, I was the only male included.

			

			The plum bloom was now at its peak, my aunt informed us with excitement. I had an additional reason to be excited at the prospect of a visit to First Uncle and Aunt’s courtyard. Their son, my cousin Rong, had recently married, and his new wife, Crimson, was stunning. She had a slender, supple waist, and she swayed like a branch in the breeze when she walked; seeing her walk made me light-headed. She wore only red clothingto go with her name, I assumedand the tight-fitting dresses she favored left little to the imagination.

			The plum blossom viewing party lived up to everyone’s expectations. All my female relatives were there: my grandmother, mother, Daiyu, Baochai, my other girl cousins, my sister-in-law, my half-sister. The plum trees were indeed magnificent, their butterfly-shaped white blossoms visible not only against the hazy sky but also mirrored in the artificial pond the trees encircled. Magnificent too, at least in my opinion, was Crimson. Dressed in a form-flattering red gown, she spent the morning serving us drinks—weaving between tables, swaying from her slender waist.

			We began with tea, progressed to wine as the morning wore on. By midday, my head began to nod, my eyelids drooped. I desperately needed to lie down and take a nap.

			Grandmother ordered a group of servants to escort me back to her courtyard, but to my amazed pleasure, Crimson intervened. “He doesn’t need to go back. We’re not so poor we can’t find a place for him to nap here.”

			Grandmother agreed, and Crimson led me, along with Amber and a group of nurses and junior maids, into her part of the courtyard. She first showed me into a room dominated by a large scroll painting entitled “Scholar Working by Torchlight.” The painting depicted an aged, gnarled scholar hunched over a dog-eared book.

			The painting repulsed me, a wave of nausea swept through my body. “Please, do you think I could have a different room?”

			Crimson looked at the painting, laughed, then placed a red fingernail on her red mouth. “I know what. You can have my room. You should be satisfied with that.”

			

			“You can’t have him sleeping in his cousin’s wife’s bed,” an old nurse accompanying us blurted out. I wanted to strangle her.

			“Goodness gracious, he’s only a child,” Crimson said to the nurse. “He’s not going to misbehave. We don’t have to worry about that … yet.” She laughed and winked at me. I cursed myself for being too sleepy to wink back.

			As Crimson led
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