The handled drum in the peddler’s hand begins to sound. A day in June, as the westward-tilting sun covers with light the white outer wall and the pagoda trees standing outside of it, their numberless layers of leaves deeply green. The metallic whine of the cicadas suddenly ceases, and a stillness follows; while no one knows how long this old estate has been around, it is still surprising to see travelers come this way.  The outer door lies half-closed, as if pushed softly by the inattentive hand of someone going out.  Yet here, carrying his yellow wooden crate comes the peddler, over the grassy bank of the outlying field, turns in, passes an ancient ancestral tomb and, knowing without needing to look that this is the Liu family estate, begins rotating his lifted wrist, and the beng-beng-beng of his drum comes pulsing out.   

Now he’s come to the front door, and let’s take this opportunity to get a good look at him: tall, with an oily brown, weathered face from which the curves of his skull along with a spotty white beard protrude, set beneath a broad-brimmed, sunbeaten straw hat.  He is one of those rarely-met old men who have preserved both their toughness and good humor, which comes out in their bright, vigorous laughter.  

He reaches out and pushes the door open.  Alarmed at this lack of politeness? This is the outermost door, left unlocked during the day and only closed at night—and the peddler, who is not a rare guest in this house, knows all that perfectly well.  Look at his calm, unhurried demeanor as he steps with the yellow wooden crate in his arms through the door and into the main courtyard paved with stones.  Watch him as he walks forty or so paces across the courtyard and stops silently in front of the imposing double-doors with their rusted iron rings; the drum in his hand hoots once again.  

The drum is his salutation, it says, “Dailies Lin
 is here.”  Dailies Lin is his name.  Nobody asks him where he lives, who lives with him, how old he is.  People are simply too accustomed to his presence to ask these kinds of questions; when he passes by the peasants’ thatched cottages, they and their wives call him over to buy needles or a few feet of cloth.  To the landlords’ houses he comes like a migrating bird (though more than once a year), seemingly to decorate their silent estates.  But today, no sign of movement comes from behind the door.  He sets down his drum, lays his hat down on the stone doorstep to use as a pad to sit on and lowers his head.  What is he thinking about, this old man still living off his own his own labor?  He couldn’t be thinking of taking a nap, could he, here in the westward-slanting sunlight?  

A sharp creak as the door opens, and an old female servant steps out.  “Dailies Lin? How long have you been out here?”  

“Just a couple of minutes.”   

“Why didn’t you say something? If I hadn’t come out to trim the vegetables…”  

“I just sat down to rest for a minute.  I figured somebody’d come out sometime during the afternoon.”  

“Well, the master does usually come out for a walk right around this time.” 

“Just not today?”  

“Well, he’s been ill.”  

“In that case, may I burden you to tell the mistress I’m here.”  

The master has fallen ill.  Is the peddler surprised by this?  In fact, he does appear to be slightly at a loss.  Just think, such a genial old man, blessed with the fortune of having wealth and living a peaceful life, merely lacking some minor element of constitution, just as this old estate merely lacked the warmth of human occupation and activity.  He was just like the squire in the fairy tale, who had to wait until old age before he had a son.  His daughters had all long ago been married away, and even the son, who had been pampered during his time at home, had gone far, far away, leaving the house with only the two ancient parents and a handful of servants within.  The servants were forbidden to speak in loud voices, and their steps were almost soundless as they moved through the rooms, along the corridors, over the stairs. 

� His surname is Lin, name is Xiaohuo, literally, “small goods.” 





