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Based on stories
from《施公案》.


The Missing
Silver

 Judge
Chen and Steward Duan were on an inspection tour of Taihe when it
started raining heavily. They were forced to seek shelter in a tea
house, and had a simple lunch.

The rain didn’t stop until two
o’clock in the afternoon. Judge Chen and Steward Duan resumed their
tour. When they walked past a narrow alley, the noise of shouting
drew them in.

Two men in homespun clothes were
wrestling with each other. Their hair was in disarray. One man had
the front of his robe ripped, and water was dripping down his
pants. The other man had bruises on his face.

Steward Duan shouted at them to
stop fighting. They didn’t do so until they’d heard that the
Magistrate of Taihe County was standing in front of them.

They both knelt in front of
Judge Chen and demanded justice.

The one with the ripped robe
said, “Your Honour, my name is Zhu Hongyi. I am a fisherman from
Zixu Village. I came into town today to buy tea leaves. I carried
four pieces of silver in a pouch and kept it with the rest of my
luggage. But he stole it from me.”

The other man with bruises on
his face kowtowed and said, “Your Honour, my name is Liu Shen. I’m
a farmer. This small house is my humble abode. I went out in the
morning, and had just come back when I heard knocking on the door.
I opened it up to see a stranger, who insisted that I stole his
silver. I have never met this man before.”

Zhu Hongyi said, “On my way to
the tea shop, I felt a sudden stomachache, so I left my luggage
under a tree and went looking for an outhouse. There was no one
else around, and I buried my luggage under a loose pile of rocks,
so I thought it would be safe. When I came back, it had started
raining, so I quickly dug out the luggage and went on my way. But
when I reached the tea shop and it was time to pay, I found that
the pouch with the silver pieces was missing.”

“How far was the tea shop from
here?” Judge Chen asked.

“About half a mile.”

“There’re shops along the way,
and pedestrians. How can you be sure you lost your money here?”

“I held onto the luggage tightly
and no one else touched it on the way. It had to be stolen when I
buried it under a pile of rocks. I went back to the spot here and
searched around. There was a house nearby. I knocked on the door,
and this man came out. He looked nervous. When I asked if he had
seen my luggage, he said no. I don’t believe him. His is the only
house around. He must have seen me hiding the silver under the
rocks, and dug it out when I went to the outhouse. It has to be
him.”

Liu Shen said, “Your Honour, I
was out when he claimed he had buried the silver. I wasn’t even
home. How could I have seen it then?”

Judge Chen saw the house Zhu
Hongyi pointed out. It had a low wall, with peeling paint. It was
less than ten steps away from where Zhu Hongyi had hidden his
silver. Two cats chased each other on top of the wall, and
disappeared into the backyard.

Judge Chen examined both men,
then he asked Liu Shen, “You said you were out the entire morning.
Where did you go? Did anyone see you?”

Judge Chen was momentarily
distracted by the meowing of a cat as it stalked by.

“I went to work in my field in
the west section of town. I was alone. I had just come back for
lunch when this man disturbed me. You can ask my wife. She’ll vouch
for me.”

“Your wife is inside the
house?”

“Yes.”

“Has she been there the entire
morning?”

“Yes, Your Honour.”

Judge Chen turned to Steward
Duan, “Bring this man back to the courthouse.”

Liu Shen protested his innocence
all the way, but Judge Chen ignored him.

Steward Duan asked, “Your
Honour, are we sure this man stole the silver? It could be his
wife. He told us she was home all morning.”

“Could be, but I wouldn’t trust
what Liu Shen said. He was lying when he said he was out all
morning.”

“How do you know?”

Judge Chen pointed to his own
robe, then to Steward Duan’s. “We were out walking in the street
when it started raining. Our clothes are still wet. If Liu Shen was
out as well and had just returned home, like he said, why is his
robe dry?”

Steward Duan nodded.

Two constables searched Liu
Shen. They didn’t find the silver.

“Your Honour, I’m innocent. I
swear on my ancestors’ graves!” Liu Shen said.

“I’ll believe you if you pass a
test,” Judge Chen said. He gestured for Liu Shen to approach. With
an ink brush dipped in red ink, Judge Chen wrote the word “silver”
on Liu Shen’s right palm. “This ink is taken from a sacred temple
and has been blessed. It has the ability to tell truth from lies.
You will go and kneel in front of the east wall in the front yard.
Do nothing but stare at the ink on your hand. If the word “silver”
disappears, you are guilty. If it is still there after half an
hour, you’re innocent.”

Liu Shen looked confused, but
did as he was told. He knelt facing the wall, twenty metres away
from the judge.

Judge Chen asked Zhu Hongyi to
stay in the study and not come out, while he got two constables to
fetch Liu Shen’s wife from her house.

After five minutes, Judge Chen
called out to Liu Shen, “Is the ‘silver’ still there?”

Liu Shen looked at the word
written on his palm, “Yes, Your Honour! Like I told you, I’m
innocent.”

“Just stay there for another
twenty-five minutes, and your innocence or guilt will become
apparent. I will ask you every five minutes if the ‘silver’ is
still on your hand.”

Liu’s wife was calm as she
kowtowed to Judge Chen.

“Your husband owes the
courthouse four pieces of silver. If you have money in your house,
you shall bring it here to secure your husband’s freedom,” Judge
Chen said to Liu’s wife.

She stole a look at her husband,
whose back was to her. She said, “Your Honour, I am but a simple
housewife. My husband is the one who works. If he owes money to the
court, he should be the one who repays it. I do not have ten copper
coins to my name, let alone four pieces of silver.”

Judge Chen said, “I know you
don’t have any money, but your husband does. He must have given the
money to you for safekeeping. He has told us all about it.”

Liu’s wife didn’t look
convinced. She insisted that she had no money.

“If you don’t believe me, I’ll
ask him again,” Judge Chen stood, walked to the entrance of the
courtroom and yelled in Liu Shen’s direction. “Liu Shen, is the
‘silver’ still there?”

Under the watchful eye of a
constable, Liu Shen didn’t dare turn his head, “Yes, Your
Honour!”

Judge Chen said to Liu’s wife,
“See. He has told us all about the four pieces of silver.”

Liu’s wife’s face turned white,
“Your Honour, I wasn’t lying. I didn’t know that pouch contained
silver. All he told me was to find a safe place and hide it.”

“Is the pouch still in your
house?”

“Yes.”

“Constables, bring this woman to
her house and fetch the pouch.”

Judge Chen summoned Liu Shen and
Zhu Hongyi. Liu’s wife returned with the pouch.

“That’s mine!” Zhu Hongyi stood
up and tried to grab the pouch from the constable’s hand.

“Liu Shen, do you still have
anything to say?” Judge Chen asked. “This pouch was found in your
house, hidden away by your wife.”

Liu Shen knew he had been
tricked by the judge. He shot an annoyed glance at his wife. “Your
Honour, this pouch is mine. I earned the silver pieces by selling
vegetables.”

“No, it’s mine!” Zhu Hongyi
argued. “I’ve been using this pouch for years. There’s a tiny tear
on one side of it. I accidentally snagged it on my fishing
hook.”

“No, the tear was made when I
sliced it with the blade of my hoe. I’ve been carrying that pouch
around for years. Ask my wife.”

Liu’s wife cowered behind a
constable.

“You said you’re a farmer?”
Judge Chen asked. “What kind of crops do you grow?”

Liu Shen looked uncertain. “Um,
cotton.”

“And you said you’ve been
carrying this pouch on you for many years?”

“Yes, Your Honour.”

Judge Chen asked one of the
constables to fetch a cat.

The cat headed straight for the
pouch in a constable’s hand, and tried to claw it away.

“Constables, bring this man Liu
Shen away. Give him fifteen strokes of the cane.” Judge Chen
ordered.

“But Your Honour, I’m innocent!”
Liu Shen shouted.

“You’re lying. If this pouch is
yours, it wouldn’t have been stained with the smell of fish, and
the cat wouldn’t have mistaken it for food.” Judge Chen said, as he
ordered the pouch to be returned to its rightful owner.


 Ginger
Wine

Fengying placed the last dish of braised
pork on the table, and checked on the pot of Wenjiang yellow wine
being warmed over a stove. She went into the bedroom, applied rouge
and lipstick, and admired her reflection in the bronze mirror.

She had been married twice, and
was the mother of two kids, but on the way to the market, she could
still turn heads.

Fengying waited for her husband
to return. He was a barber, and worked in a small shop at the
western section of town. He often got up early and returned late.
She stayed home and took care of the kids. They didn’t have any
servants, and she had to do all the housework. But she was content.
Not many women could claim to have complete devotion from their
husbands, since it was legal for a man to marry up to three wives,
and take as many concubines as he could afford.

Dong Zhou came home after the
sun had set. He was surprised by the table full of good dishes, and
even more surprised when Fengying poured Wenjiang yellow wine for
him. She usually frowned upon his drinking.

“It’s our eighth anniversary,”
Fengying placed the wine cup in his hand. “The kids are with the
neighbour.”

Dong Zhou put down the set of
barber tools he carried with him everywhere, squeezed Fengying’s
hand, and took an appreciative sip of the yellow wine.

He knitted his brows, “Did you
put something in the wine?”

“Ginger slices. I hear they’re
good for getting rid of yin and boosting your yang energy.”

Dong Zhou set down the wine
cup.

“You don’t like it?”

“Don’t do that again,” Dong Zhou
picked up a pair of chopsticks and hovered them above the dishes.
There were too many choices.

“Why not?”

“Ginger slices in yellow wine
will cause your stomach to rot.”

Fengying returned with another
pot, and poured a fresh cup of wine. “This one doesn’t have
ginger.”

Dong Zhou sampled almost every
dish, and praised Fengying’s cooking skills.

“Try this dish,” Fengying
pointed to a bowl in the middle. “I made mushroom soup. TI picked
these mushrooms myself this morning.”

“Shaggy ink cap mushroom?” Dong
Zhou shook his head. “You go ahead and eat it. I can’t.”

“I thought you liked mushrooms.”
Fengying looked crestfallen. “I spent over an hour making the
soup.”

“I do. I like mushrooms, but I
can’t eat them while I’m drinking. I thought I told you this.
Shaggy ink cap eaten together with yellow wine is a slow-acting
poison.”

“I didn’t know that,” Fengying
poured more wine for Dong Zhou. As he buried his head in the bowl,
she quietly walked over to where he kept the barber tools, and
picked up a pair of sharp scissors.

The first stab on his back drew
blood.

Dong Zhou yelped in pain and
jumped up. When he turned and saw his wife with a pair of scissors
in her hands and murder in her eyes, he suddenly understood.

She knew.

There was no time to think.

As she charged at him again, he
grabbed the heavy wood stool he’d been sitting on, and smashed it
over her head . . .

 


 


 


Judge Chen was roused by loud
banging on his bedroom door.

“Your Honour, there’s been a
murder!” Constable Li Si yelled through the door. He waited
impatiently for the judge to get dressed, and led the way to the
courtroom.

A man and a woman knelt in the
centre of the room.

The woman had blood on her
forehead. Her face and hands were bruised. The makeup on her face
was smeared, and she had been crying.

The man knelt one metre apart
from her. He was dressed in simple peasant’s garb. He had scratches
on his face, but looked otherwise uninjured.

“You said murder?” Judge Chen
whispered to Constable Li Si.

“Um, I meant attempted murder.
The woman tried to kill her husband.”

Judge Chen took a closer look at
the woman. She was in her thirties, and had a pleasant-looking face
despite the smudged makeup and the dried blood. She didn’t look
scared at having been caught. If anything, she looked angry.

“State your name,” Judge Chen
said.

“Your Honour, my name is Dong
Zhou. The woman is my wife, or at least she used to be. After
today, if she doesn’t get executed, I’m going to divorce her. She
tried to kill me with a pair of scissors.” Dong Zhou turned around,
and Judge Chen saw the hole in the back of his blue robe. His flesh
was exposed, and the surrounding fabric had been stained dark red.
“She just went crazy all of a sudden.”

“How long have you been
married?”

“Eight years.”

“Have you mistreated her?”

“No, Your Honour. She stays at
home while I go out and work, and I’ve never laid a hand on her. We
have two kids, and I thought she was happy. I don’t know what
happened. She must have gone crazy.” Suddenly Dong Zhou’s head
snapped up. “I know! It was because I suspected you of cheating,
wasn’t it? The other day I saw you talking to a man standing in the
street. I asked you who it was. You got all flustered and said it
was just a neighbour. But I didn’t recognise him. It was your
lover, wasn’t it?”

“That’s a lie!” She pointed a
shaky finger at him. “Since we’ve been married, I’ve been nothing
but faithful to you. I never stepped foot outside the house when
you were out, and I never talked to a strange man. You’re making it
up!”

“I’m not. Someone else saw you
with a man, too.”

Judge Chen turned his attention
to the woman. She was at least a decade younger than her husband.
Her dress was plain, and the earrings she was wearing were
unadorned iron hoops. She knelt on the floor with her face down,
and her shoulders were trembling.

She didn’t look crazy.

“What do you have to say for
yourself?” Judge Chen asked her, as he examined the pair of
scissors the constables had confiscated from the house. A neighbour
had heard sounds of struggling and raised the alarm when a
constable walked past.

“Your Honour, my name is
Fengying. Before I was married to this man, I was married to
someone else. My first husband, Hao Yupeng, had a fabric shop. He
was an honest and simple-minded man. He got to know Dong Zhou
through business, and they became friends. After Yupeng passed
away, I married Dong Zhou through force of circumstance. He did
treat me well, and I had no complaints. But that was before I knew
Dong Zhou murdered my first husband.”

“Your Honour, she has indeed
gone crazy,” Dong Zhou turned to his wife. “I know I haven’t been
generous when you asked me for money to buy jewellery. I’m always
busy at work when you’re home alone with the kids. But if you
wanted more money or attention, you should have talked to me.
Acting crazy in front of a judge is not going to get you anything.
Your Honour, I’m sorry she disturbed your sleep for nothing. This
is a domestic matter, and I’ll make sure she’s disciplined when we
get home.”

“Let her finish,” Judge Chen
stopped Dong Zhou from rising. “I’ll be the judge of whether she’s
crazy or not. Fengying, you said Dong Zhou murdered your first
husband. That is a serious accusation. Do you have any proof?”

“Tonight’s dinner is proof.”

“How so?”

“I prepared a pot of yellow wine
with ginger slices in it, and a bowl of mushroom soup made out of
shaggy ink cap. Dong Zhou refused to drink the wine or the soup. He
said both were poison. He admitted that he knew they were
poisonous,” Fengying shot Dong Zhou a look filled with venom. “I
only wish the first stab had found your heart, if you had one.”

“How does that prove that Dong
Zhou murdered your first husband?”

“After he became friends with
Yupeng, Dong Zhou would often come looking for him and invite him
out for drinks. Eventually, Yupeng brought him home. I was unhappy
about having a stranger in the house, but at least I didn’t have to
prepare the food. Dong Zhou always brought his own pot of wine.
Initially, I thought he was being generous, and I didn’t object to
Yupeng spending so much time with him. Now I know better. It wasn’t
generosity. It was evil intent. Gradually, Yupeng’s health
deteriorated. He would cough up blood and his body became bloated.
The doctors couldn’t say what was wrong with him, except that his
stomach was slowly being rotted away. Several months later, Yupeng
died.”

Dong Zhou had his head bent.
Judge Chen couldn’t see his expression.

“If you suspected Dong Zhou of
murdering your husband, why did you marry him? Why did you wait
eight years before coming forward?”

“I didn’t know it back then,
Your Honour. If I had known, I would have drowned myself in the
Liuxi River before I would marry this . . . this scoundrel. After
Yupeng passed away, I was all alone, and I had no money for his
burial. Someone gave me a hundred pieces of silver, said it was
bridal price. I had no choice but to accept it. After Yupeng’s
burial, I was led to a house where the man who bought me lived.
Only then did I realise it was Dong Zhou. I couldn’t repay the
money, so I agreed to become his wife. It wasn’t until two days ago
that I finally knew the truth.”

Fengying swayed slightly, then
her eyes closed, and she passed out.

 


 


Judge Chen ordered a constable
to summon a physician.

“What about Dong Zhou, Your
Honour?” Steward Duan asked. He had been present at the courtroom
as a record keeper.

“She still hasn’t told us why
she thinks Dong Zhou murdered her first husband. He is not
officially charged yet. But if we let him go and he really is
guilty, he would flee and we might never find him again.”

“We can keep him in the county
jail until she wakes up.”

“On what charges?”

“The wound on her head comes
from him. He’s responsible for causing harm to another person, if
not murder.”

“Alright,” Judge Chen let
Steward Duan oversee the arraignment, while he headed into the
study, and located a book. The Classic of Herbal Medicine.
The second volume listed over a hundred herbs that had therapeutic
value but were potentially toxic.

After consulting the entries on
ginger, yellow wine, and shaggy ink caps, Judge Chen had a better
idea.

He went into the holding cell
where Dong Zhou was kept, “How old are you?”

“Forty-seven, Your Honour.”

“What is your occupation?”

“I’m a barber.”

“Do you know how to read?”

“No, Your Honour. If I did, I
would be a scholar instead of a tradesman.”

“Are you familiar with The
Classic of Herbal Medicine?”

The question confused Dong Zhou.
“I’ve never heard of it, Your Honour. I’m not a physician.”

“Do you have any friends or
acquaintances who are physicians?”

“No, Your Honour.”

“You said Fengying was trying to
kill you because you suspected she was having an affair. Do you
know who her lover is?”

Dong Zhou shook his head. “I
only caught a glimpse of the man, Your Honour. But I’m not
lying.”

“Yes, you said someone else saw
it too. Who?”

“Wang Ju. She’s a midwife. She
lives six doors down from our house. Two days ago, I was on my way
to the barbershop when she called out to me, and told me that she
saw Fengying talking to a man.”

“It could have been a tradesman.
Fengying could be buying something from him.”

“If that’s the case, why did she
deny it? And it wasn’t a tradesman. Wang Ju told me that Fengying
was upset. The man said something to her. She grabbed his sleeves.
There were tears on her face.”

“Did Wang Ju recognise that
man?”

“No, she was too far away.”

Judge Chen stood outside the
guest room where Fengying was brought into, and waited until the
doctor had come out.

“She lost some blood, and was
too agitated, Your Honour. She’s fine now.”

Judge Chen came into the
room.

“Fengying, you said you only
learnt the truth two days ago. What happened?”

“I was on my way back from the
market when I overheard someone talking. One of my neighbours sells
herbs. She was telling a woman on her doorstep not to give her
husband ginger wine. She said if drunken in small amounts, it was
fine. But drinking yellow wine with ginger, on an empty stomach,
would cause internal bleeding over time.”

“How did you know that was what
poisoned your first husband?”

“I would stay in the bedroom
when Dong Zhou used to come over and drink with Yupeng, but on a
few occasions, Yupeng asked me to come out and warm the wine for
them. I smelt the ginger in it. It was unmistakable. But I thought
nothing of it at the time.”

“And the shaggy ink cap?”

“It was one of the dishes that
Dong Zhou always brought over.”

“But Dong Zhou himself never
touched the dish?”

“I wouldn’t know, as I wasn’t
there. After I . . . married Dong Zhou, I tried to fulfil the
duties of a wife. I would prepare the mushroom soup, but Dong Zhou
didn’t like it. I thought it weird that he would bring a dish he
disliked to a friend’s house, that’s why I remembered the mushroom
soup after so many years.”

Judge Chen paced in the small
space in front of the bed. “You said you overheard a pharmacist
talking about the ginger wine. Where did you learn about the shaggy
ink cap mushroom soup?”

“I asked the neighbour if what
she just said was true. She confirmed it. After I returned home, I
was shaken. I didn’t want to believe her, but my mind told me it
was the truth. Still, I clung to hope. When I heard a travelling
physician calling out as he walked past the alley, I rushed out and
consulted him. He confirmed what the pharmacist said about the
ginger wine, and also told me about the mushroom.”

“This happened two days
ago?”

She nodded.

“Why did you only confront your
husband today? Why wait?”

Fengying clutched the
handkerchief in her hands. “I’ve been disloyal to my first husband
by marrying his murderer. I
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