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			The Crows

		

	
		
			1

			Jiangsu Province, China
1894

			Behind the low house in the valley, the rays of an early morning sun unfurled like the petals of huge chrysanthemum. Crows launched from the rooftop of the house and strained heavily over the fields where serfs had been working long before sunrise. They flew over the naked back of Li-Po who worked alone without his eldest son by his side. For this, the Master might beat Li-Po with his cane. There was a good deal of rice to rake today, but Chu-Tzu had a fever and stayed in the hut with his grandmother who would also miss her duties as water-bearer to the laborers as the day’s heat increased. It couldn’t be helped. Li-Po’s quota of rinsed rice wouldn’t be met this week. He hoped his Master would rise late, eat a good breakfast, and take on a pleasant rather than foul disposition when he rode out on his horse today to supervise the laborers on his property.

			In the low house, a boy-servant lit a fire and prepared tea for the Master who slept on an elaborate bed sent from the West and assembled by his carpenters. The bed sat at the center of a large room interrupted with seven pools of water lilies. The bedframe was made of teak, but rather than decorated with the usual carvings of the Nanling Mountains and their waterfalls, the great headboard depicted scenes of the port of New York with its steamships and bridges and towers. The Master was a modern man and admired Western ways as did his distant cousin the Empress Dowager Cixi whose portrait had been recently painted by a Dutch artist and exhibited at the Paris Exposition. For the past thirty years, Cixi ruled China with an iron hand and suffered no fools among her minions, but she was also known to be a kind and disciplined ruler. The Master fancied himself much like his cousin the Empress, stern and kind, but admitted a lack of discipline as wealth had intoxicated him and for years he surrounded himself with beautiful and often expensive novelties.

			He called his collection his “children” and housed it in elaborate mahogany cabinets, a menagerie of objects precious and mundane, valuable and merely curious. He had a particular fondness for incense holders and snuff bottles of the early Qing craftsmen as well as deities of every sort carved from a variety of materials. There was Cāngshén, the god of the granary and Jiǔshén, the god of wine. Beside them the god of clean water, Qīngshuĭ, and Zigu, the preventer of constipation. The Master had stolen the trickster god from a ruined temple and cajoled the god of good cooking from a wandering monk. And then, the demons. Frightful and buffoonish, he’d found them in the countryside, carved by local peasants who fashioned them crudely as amusements for their children and to teach them to recognize and repel a demon should one appear and beg for sweets. His strange collection seemed never complete as he frequently travelled by horseback beyond his estate, and his journeys through the countryside often brought him to small settlements where he’d discover a whole family of local demons never before seen by anyone outside the village. These he’d snatch up immediately if he spotted one nailed to the fencepost of a crude dwelling or tossed among children as they played in the dirt among the pigs. He’d reach into his purse and offer a copper wén or two to the startled children, although he could simply take their plaything as they dared not refuse him.

			Among his Chinese curios, the Master had also assembled a collection of American curiosities. In the room where he managed his accounts, a working model of the Liberty Bell gleamed in the light of a window and pealed softly when his servants polished it.  Above his desk, the Master displayed an oil portrait of the great Commodore Vanderbilt, splendid in his pale-eyed gravitas. Vanderbilt, a god himself; a man who built railroads that stretched across the vastness of America and who lived in a palace of treasures on Fifth Avenue.

			To expedite his search for artifacts from the West, the Master had cultivated useful contacts, including one esteemed American importer who worked for a firm in New York. Every two months, the importer would journey to China with his catalog to show the Master American treasures he could acquire at a special price as he, the importer, had connections with those who managed great American estates after their owners had fallen into debt or died. Among the items that had recently interested the Master was an intricate mechanical clock that had once been owned, the importer assured, by Thomas Jefferson, and the very same a white-powdered wig that George Washington himself had sported during the first Continental Congress. The Master purchased these items immediately then resolved to buy nothing else until their delivery was assured the following month. He admitted to himself that he’d spent too great a fortune on his “children,” and his servants were beginning to grumble as their pay was often late. So, the Master resolved to shift his attention back to the artifacts in his own country—but now, only those that were truly unique, rare, and beautiful.

			In Li-Po’s hut, the grandmother fretted over the young Chu-Tzu as his breathing had become shallow and his brow burned. Before noon, she summoned the little girl in the neighboring hut to go to the field and find Li-Po, but when Li-Po arrived, his son was already dead, his eyes wide open and his mouth dry. Li-Po wailed and beat the ground and cursed his life as a serf. He collapsed into the lap of his mother who placed her thin fingers about his head but seemed to grieve little, reminding him that, according to Chinese custom, the body of his only son would soon have to be prepared and carried back to the small village where he was born. There, he’d be entombed so that his soul might rest in peace. To neglect this duty would mean that Chu-Tzu would forever roam the world as an an unhappy phantom.

			Li-Po looked up at his mother through tears, “But I am already behind in my work, mother, and the Master will be angry.”

			But his mother assured him that she, a very old and pitiful woman, would visit the Master and inform him of Chu-Tzu’s death, beg for mercy, and ask for permission for a funeral day to prepare the young man for his journey.

			When the Master heard this news from the old woman, he was genuinely saddened.

			Li-Po and Chu-Tzu had been two of his strongest laborers. He allowed one day for the funeral preparations and sent the old woman back with a message that the Master himself would attend the funeral to pay his respects and bless the son before his journey over the mountains. When Li-Po heard this, he was overcome with emotion and love for his Master.

			On the day of the funeral, the old woman washed and dressed Chu-Tzu in his best clothes and collected food for his journey—sweet rice and cakes of red bean. The body of Chu-Tzu was laid out in a plain wooden coffin built by a peasant carpenter who made a good living supplying coffins for the serfs of large estates. Li-Po placed the coffin on trestles, also built by the carpenter, so that his son’s head faced the open door of the house as was the custom. The old woman put a framed portrait of her handsome young grandson at the head of the coffin. Although it was crudely executed by a serf who’d taught himself to paint, it rendered Chu-Tzu’s face with surprising accuracy.  She then removed Chu-Tzu ’s comb from his pocket, broke it in half, and placed one half back with the body and the other half in Li-Po’s hand. She lit incense and sat with Li-Po to wait for the Taoist priests to appear and recite last prayers and chants. When done, the priests would carry the body of Chu-Tzu across the mountains on a bamboo hammock, ringing bells to warn passing villagers.

			The Master arrived just as the priests began their preparations. He dismounted his horse and bowed deeply to the priests, Li-Po, and even to the old woman in a rare demonstration of humility to people so far beneath him. The Master then offered the priests paper Joss money that they immediately set to burning to ensure that Li-Po’s son would have sufficient funds in the afterlife, and again Li-Po was moved to tears.

			The Master looked at his weeping serf and placed an arm about his shoulder.

			“So tell me, Li-Po, where will your son be laid to rest?”

			“In my village of Tschiag-Tso, just north of the Nanling mountain, Master,” Ling-Po replied. “There’s a shelf at the base of the mountain with seven small caves. One will contain my son who will be announced by his portrait.”

			“And how long will it take the priests to reach the village?”

			“They’ll travel only at night, so seven ascents of the moon.”

			“Very good,” said the Master, looking at the portrait of Chu-Tzu. “I will remember your son as a handsome, strong, and obedient young man who worked hard in my fields and never complained.”

			After the burning of the Joss, the priests fastened a strip of yellow paper across the face of Chu-Tzu on which they’d written directions for entering the afterlife safely. Then, one of the priests asked Li-Po if he’d chosen items among his son’s possessions and wished to place anything in the coffin to accompany Chu-Tzu on his journey. Li-Po gestured to the woman who handed him a cloth sack and, one by one, he removed several small objects that were dear to Chu-Tzu so that his son might continue to enjoy them in the next world. One was a small book of poems; another a portrait of a handsome young man, captioned only with my friend from a neighboring village; the third, a long bamboo smoking pipe. Finally, Li-Po removed the last object, one that his son had treasured ever since he’d found it along a country road as a small boy. It was the figure of a boyish woman in a fluted robe, carved from rare blue jade, one arm stretched before her with open palm, the other raised high in the air, brandishing a sword. Her stern expression was framed between two buns of tightly woven hair called Shuangya Ji in the style of a servant, and she stood before a screen of thunderclouds. Li-Po recognized her as Xiwangmu, agent of the underworld, the dark deity of the Kunlun Mountain, a shamantic entity that was both terrifying and benevolent—Xiwangmu, a powerful goddess who assured paradise in the afterlife to those she deemed worthy.

			Li-Po remembered how his son had clung to Xiwangmu, describing her as a simple peasant who, as a child, discovered she had divine powers that she soon mastered to became both a protector of the kind and avenger for evil-doers. Chu-Tzu also claimed that it was Xiwangmu alone who listened to his prayers and protected the family. It seemed natural now to include her.

			When Li-Po removed the figure from the sack and held it above the coffin, the Master, astonished by its strangeness, interrupted him.

			“Li-Po, where did you find such an unusual and beautiful object and why must you bury it alongside your son?”

			“Master,” said Li-Po, “it’s a very crude object carved by a peasant. The quality of jade is soft and riddled with fractures.”

			“All the same,” replied the Master, “the blue color is strange, as is the subject, for I have never seen a figure
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