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PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

About the Author

Lao She was born Shu Qingchun in 1899 to a poor Manchu family in
Beijing. His father was a Bannerman, an imperial guard of the Qing court,
who died fighting in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900.

Lao She left China in his mid-twenties to teach Chinese at the University
of London where he would remain for the next five years. His first book,
The Philosophy of Lao Chang, appeared in Fiction Monthly in 1926 and Mr
Ma and Son, his third and final novel written during his London years, was
serialised in 1929.

He continued to teach and write upon his return to China and had, by
then, become an established author known for his humorist style. In 1932,
he ventured into the realm of satire and science fiction with Cat Country
and three years later he published Rickshaw Boy, the story of a local Beijing
rickshaw puller, widely regarded as his most accomplished novel.

Throughout the fifties, he continued to write, producing novels, non-
fiction works and the notable play, Teahouse. In the sixties, he was labelled
an anti-Maoist and a counter-revolutionary by militant Red Guards during
the Cultural Revolution. In August 1966, Lao She committed suicide in
Beijing.

William A. Lyell, Ph.D., studied Chinese at Yale University and served in
the Korean War as an interpreter and soldier. He was a professor of Chinese
at Stanford University for over thirty years where much of his research
focused on modern Chinese literature. His previously translated works
include Blades of Grass: The Stories of Lao She by Lao She, The Diary of a
Madman and Other Stories by Lu Xun, Shanghai Express: A Thirties Novel
by Zhang Henshui, and he is the author of Lu Hsiin’s Vision of Reality.



Ian Johnson is a journalist, author and literary critic based in Beijing and
Berlin. He served as a correspondent in China for Baltimore’s The Sun, The
Wall Street Journal and The New York Times. He won the Pulitzer Prize for
his coverage of China and was a Nieman Fellow at Harvard University. He
is the author of Wild Grass: Three Stories of Change in Modern China and
A Mosque in Munich: Nazis, the CIA, and the Rise of the Muslim
Brotherhood in the West. He is a regular contributor to The New York
Review of Books.
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INTRODUCTION

IN THE northwest corner of Beijing’s old city is a subway and bus workshop.
It was built in the early seventies on the site of the Lake of Great Peace,
which was filled in as part of a plan to extend the city’s subway system. In
the bigger picture of the destruction of old Beijing, the Lake of Great Peace
was just another loss — one of the countless cuts that have destroyed the old
city and remade it in the borrowed image of socialism: modern, efficient
and rootless. But its demise is especially poignant because it was here in
1966 that the greatest chronicler of Beijing’s urban life, Lao She, committed
suicide after being tortured and brutalised by Mao Zedong’s Red Guards.

Lao She’s best-known works are the novel Rickshaw Boy and the play
Teahouse, both of which describe the challenges faced by ordinary people
in China’s turbulent twentieth century. A champion of vernacular Chinese,
he was one of the first to fully capture how people really spoke, especially
the dialect of his beloved Beijing. But it’s in Cat Country that Lao She
stretches himself the furthest, producing one of the most remarkable,
perplexing and prophetic novels of modern China. On one level it is a work
of science fiction — a visit to a country of cat-like people on Mars — that
lampoons 1930s China. On a deeper level, the work also predicts the terror
and violence of the early Communist era and the chaos and brutality that led
to Lao She’s death at the Lake of Great Peace. Cat Country is often called a
dystopian novel, but when Lao She took his own life, it was an uncannily
accurate portrait of the reality around him.

The novel hasn’t always been seen in such terms. After it was serialised
in 1932, it was roundly criticised as too pessimistic. Although it was a



popular book, Chinese and foreign critics had a hard time placing it in Lao
She’s oeuvre. Some have seen its value mainly as a way of understanding
his views on China. But Cat Country’s stature has grown over time, after
the detritus of a turbulent era has settled, the shrill polemics have faded, and
the book is seen not only in the context of Chinese history but as a reaction
to a time when many societies, both Eastern and Western, were
degenerating into a violent, animalistic state.

Lao She himself was ambivalent about Cat Country, and saw it as a
detour from his roots as a humorist in the Beijing storytelling tradition. He
was born there in 1899 as Shu Qingchun, or Sumuru, in his native Manchu
tongue. His people were the one-time nomads who had conquered China in
the mid-seventeenth century and had been ruling it since then under the
Sinicised name of the Qing dynasty. His father was a soldier who died
defending the Forbidden City in 1900 against Western troops in the wake of
the Boxer Rebellion. The Boxers had vowed to expel foreigners from
China, and the Manchu court had made the ill-fated error of backing them —
one of the final blows that caused the Qing to fall in 1912 and be replaced
by a weak republic.

Lao She grew up impoverished: his mother had a tiny widow’s pension
and the boy often lacked overcoats in the winter. But he was tough and one
of his friends, the linguist Luo Changpei, wrote in an essay that ‘even when
he was beaten with the rattan pointer until tears filled his eyes, he wouldn’t
shed a drop or ask to be spared.’ Academically gifted, he went to a teaching
school and was immediately given a job in the educational bureaucracy. But
he resigned in disgust at the corruption and lack of reforms — themes he
would take up with gusto in Cat Country.

He went to London in 1924 to teach Chinese at the University of
London’s School of Oriental Studies (the precursor of today’s School of
Oriental and African Studies), and he read English novels in earnest.
Homesick for Beijing, he began to write, partly imitating Dickens. His first
novel, The Philosophy of Lao Chang, was well received because he had
brought to the fore something that modern Chinese literature had previously
neglected: humour. Two more novels followed and then he moved back to



China, stopping first for half a year to teach in Singapore, where he wrote a
children’s novel.

Assigned to teach in the eastern Chinese city of Jinan, Lao She wrote a
novel that looked at how a Japanese attack on the city in 1928 played out
against a family’s life. But that work was lost when he sent it to be
published in Shanghai and the publisher’s offices were destroyed during a
Japanese attack in 1932.

Cat Country was his response to these events, and a part of Lao She’s
growing politicisation. He felt that he had to help China by writing more
critically but it also betrayed his unease and distance from the country itself,
perhaps a reflection of his position as a Manchu. Many of his kinsmen had
been killed in pogroms after the fall of the Qing, and had been widely
blamed for China’s troubles.

The novel tells the story of a Chinese man who crash-lands on Mars. His
two companions are killed and he is soon captured by a group of Cat People
who run one of the planet’s many countries. He frees himself from their
clutches after realising that they lack rudimentary military technology,
allowing him to use his pistol to scare them off. He is befriended by one of
Cat Country’s richest and most powerful men, Scorpion, who has a
plantation of ‘reverie’ trees, which produce addictive leaves that the Cat
People eat.

Scorpion takes the narrator under his wing, protecting him from further
attacks, but also using him as a mercenary to guard his valuable crop.
Eventually, the two go to Cat City, where the narrator learns about Cat
Country’s plight. As he puts it upon entering the city, ‘As soon as I set eyes
on Cat City, for some reason or other, a sentence took form in my mind: this
civilisation will soon perish!’

What follows is a detailed exploration of Cat Country, which can be seen
as a direct commentary on 1930s China and indeed this may have been how
Lao She intended it to be read. ‘Mr Earth’, as our narrator is called, views
the Cat People with a mixture of pity and disgust. The locals are dirty and
chaotic, the local food poisonous and unsafe, while modern education and



foreign travel have only led to superficial knowledge and alienation from
traditions.

The narrator’s informant is Scorpion’s son, Young Scorpion, who shows
the disorderly state of museums and libraries, which have been pillaged by
corrupt officials. Worse are the schools, where nothing is taught and
everyone immediately handed a university diploma. In one particularly
chilling scene, students dissect their teachers alive.

Unlike his great contemporary, Lu Xun, Lao She doesn’t put much hope
in young people, believing them to be more hopeless than the older
generation. As Young Scorpion tells our hero, ‘In Cat Country we don’t
have any young people! We only have different age groupings . . . Some of
the “young” people among us are even more antique in their thinking than
my grandfather.’

But his criticism of China goes beyond the early twentieth century and
many points ring true today. Our narrator is angered by the custom of
pulling strings to get ahead — akin to the debilitating practice of guanxi that
continues to hobble Chinese society. ‘If you had an influential friend at
court, then you could rocket to the top immediately, no matter what you had
studied in college,” Young Scorpion tells him.

At the heart of these problems is another issue that echoes in
contemporary China: a lack of moral guideposts. Lao She’s era was defined
by the destruction of the imperial order, as well as unrelenting attacks on
traditional culture and religion. In some ways, Lao She himself participated
in this; he eschewed classical Chinese for the vernacular and his writings
indicate he was a strong advocate of reforming education and politics. But
he also sensed the danger in these radical changes; and indeed if the country
of cats is anything, it’s one morally unmoored. This rootlessness, as Young
Scorpion says, ‘prods our people into taking a backward leap of tens of
thousands of years, back to the cannibalism of antiquity.’

Lao She struggled with these issues in his personal life. In 1922, he
converted to Christianity at Beijing’s West City New Church (Gangwashi),
still one of the city’s most important places of worship. He took the English
name Colin C. Shu and taught classes in moral cultivation and music. But



he seemed to have stopped practising after he grew frustrated with the lack
of indigenous Christian leadership and the resulting sense that it was yet
another imported ideology.

Unlike many writers and artists of his era, Lao She didn’t turn to leftist
ideology as an ersatz belief system. Some of his sharpest scenes pillory
young Cat People who go abroad to study and come back speaking
gibberish — a sort of mock Russian that they can’t understand. The ruling
ideology is ‘Everybody Shareskyism’, whose leader killed the cat-emperor
and installed himself at the top. One of its deities is an Uncle Karl and
students in one scene cry out, ‘Long live Uncle Karlskyism! Long live
Everybody Shareskyism! Long live Pinsky-pansky Pospos!’

When Cat Country came out, it was roundly criticised as less successful
than Lao She’s previous three novels. Some of the criticism seems to reflect
a lack of familiarity with satire and its inherent limitations — some wrote
that the characters weren’t developed enough or that the plot was somewhat
flat. Perhaps more importantly, it was at variance with the critical realism
that would eventually come to smother Chinese literature. A few years
earlier in 1930, the League of Left-Wing Writers was formed, a hugely
influential group that put pressure on authors to be political. But Cat
Country was different. It was a blast of anger and revulsion at all sectors of
society, not just the government or landlords, but also students and
revolutionaries.

A few years later, Lao She published a collection of essays that reflected
on his first few novels. In it, he declared Cat Country a flop, saying it was
‘like a bird fallen onto the ground with broken wings.’ Its key failure, he
said, was that it had too much satire and too little humour. Perhaps as a
result, Lao She later tried his hand at works of critical realism, which the
People’s Republic declared to be his masterpieces. Yet Cat Country was
popular when it appeared and went through numerous printings until the
founding of the Republic in 1949.

Lao She tried hard to fit into the new society. He had been living in the
United States, but returned home to participate in the creation of the new
society. He wrote plays about the bad old days of pre-Communist rule, and



in 1951 was honoured with the title of ‘People’s Artist’. But almost none of
Lao She’s works lauded the new era of Communist rule. He candidly said
that he didn’t understand the new society that Mao was building. In an
interview shortly before his death, he told two foreign visitors ‘I am not a
Marxist and, therefore, I cannot feel and think as a Beijing student in May
1966 who sees the situation in a Marxist way.’

That was an understatement. As the Cultural Revolution unfolded that
spring and summer, Lao She’s sort of non-conformity became dangerous.
Already 67, he was ill with bronchitis and had been hospitalised earlier.
China’s canny premier, Zhou Enlai, reportedly advised him to stay put to
avoid the turmoil outside, but Lao She was curious and on 23 August had
himself discharged.

It was incredibly unlucky timing. That same day, the Communist Party’s
mouthpiece, the People’s Daily, issued an infamous editorial applauding the
Red Guards’ ‘revolutionary spirit’ and thus spurring new violence. Lao She
was called out of his office at the Beijing Writers’ Union and immediately
set upon by the fanatical mob. He was taken to the Confucian temple where
religious relics were being burned in a bonfire. He and twenty-eight others
were forced to kneel down in front of it for three hours — dubbed a ‘baptism
by fire’. Their heads were shaved, black ink was poured on them and they
were beaten. Lao She was singled out for abuse and accused of being an
American agent. Accounts say he was beaten with a copper-studded leather
belt until he fainted.

But like the stubborn boy of his youth, Lao She refused to bend. He
rejected the accusations and wouldn’t wear a placard around his neck
admitting his guilt. Incensed, the Red Guards took him to the local police
station and declared him to be an ‘active counter-revolutionary’. He was
released that evening and told to report to work the next day wearing the
placard. When he got home, he found that his house had been ransacked,
manuscripts burned and his prized collection of art strewn across the
courtyard. The next day, instead of going to work, he walked to the Lake of
Great Peace and sat on its shore for the day, as witnesses say. The next day



his body was found floating in the waters, several of Mao’s poems scattered
about.

Lao She’s death came during ‘Red August’, a particularly bloody period
during the Cultural Revolution. That month in Beijing, 1772 people were
killed or committed suicide, calling to mind some of the chilling lines from
Cat Country.

“You see, adherents of Everybody Shareskyism will kill a man without
thinking twice about it’; ‘And thus now it is a very common occurrence to
see students butchering teachers, professors, chancellors, and principals.’

Another link between his fate and Cat Country came when this
translation by William A. Lyell was initially published in 1970. Soon after,
the Beijing magazine Chinese Literature published a screed attacking the
translation indirectly, writing that ‘not long ago, the social-imperialists
evoked the ghost of this shameless rogue and published a full translation.’
The article hinted at why this book in particular, angered the Maoists so
much, ‘From start to finish the novel is a vicious attack on the guiding
ideology of the party — Marxism-Leninism-Mao Tsetung Thought.’

After the Cultural Revolution ended with Mao’s death in 1976, Lao She
was rehabilitated. It was during this era that Cat Country was finally
republished in mainland China. The author’s death is still a sensitive topic —
a memorial on the site was never permitted to be erected — but a play based
on Cat Country was performed to enthusiastic audiences in several Chinese
cities in 2013.

The novel also occupies an uncomfortable place in modern Chinese
literature. It can be seen in the Chinese tradition of fantastical encounters
with strange peoples, but its Martian setting also makes it an early work of
Chinese science fiction. The Communist Party, however, has long viewed
this genre with suspicion. An early wave of science fiction died in the
twenties when leftist-inspired critical realism took hold. Another was killed
in the early eighties when it was deemed to be ‘spiritual pollution’ and most
science fiction magazines closed.

And yet appreciating Cat Country means shedding some of these labels
and didactic explanations. When Lao She describes how the emperor is



replaced by the head of Everybody Shareskyism, multiple interpretations
are possible — not just the role that Chiang Kai-shek was assuming for
himself in the 1930s, but the fate of many revolutions, from the French to
the Chinese.

Likewise, the novel’s reverie leaves do immediately bring to mind
opium, but equally fascinating is that in 1932, the same year Cat Country
was serialised, Aldous Huxley published Brave New World and imagined a
product he called ‘soma’ that numbed his dystopian inhabitants into
accepting their fate. In this sense, Cat Country is part of a broad trend in
world literature, reacting to efforts to dumb down and control people.

All of this makes Cat Country an anomaly in Chinese fiction, one that
grew out of Lao She’s unique biography. Unlike his great contemporaries,
Lu Xun and Shen Congwen, Lao She had directly experienced western
culture. He was deeply rooted in China, but as a Manchu he was enough of
an outsider to go for the jugular when looking at his native land and to
eschew the naive belief, for example, of Lu Xun, that all would be well if
China just trusted its youth. Lao She had a clearer view of what could beset
a country when the old markers are gone, and in Cat Country he gives us a
brutal look at a China that resonates today.

— JAN JOHNSON
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

THE PRESENT translation was done from the edition of Lao She’s
Maochengji that was issued as number fourteen of the Chen Guang
Encyclopedia of Literature by the Chen Guang Publishing Company,
Shanghai, 1949.

Chapter titles have been added for the convenience of those readers who,
having finished the novel, might like to locate a specific passage quickly.

I should like to express my gratitude to my wife, Ruth, for her
encouragement and help in this project. Thanks are also due to Don Marion
for his close proofreading of the first draft. I am indebted to my colleagues
in the Ohio State University East Asian Division for the help and advice
they gave me while I was preparing this translation.

— WILLIAM A. LYELL, PH.D.
1970
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THE CRASH

THE SPACECRAFT was a total loss. And as for my friend, a man who had been
my childhood schoolmate and who had just piloted me through space for
the better part of a month, there wasn’t a single bone of him left in one
piece.

And what about me? Well, I still seemed to be alive, but God only knows
how it happened that I too hadn’t died in the crash. At any rate, things were
what they were and there was no point in crying over spilt milk.

Our goal had been Mars. According to my late friend’s calculations, we
were already in the Martian atmospheric envelope before the accident
occurred; if he was right, then I must indeed have landed on the planet
Mars. The soul of my dead friend ought to be at rest, for to be the first
Chinese on Mars was really something worth dying for! But how could I be
sure that I was really on Mars? I ended up deciding that, barring evidence to
the contrary, I’d have to assume that I was on Mars, even if [ wasn’t; I had
no way of proving it one way or the other. Of course, it ought to have been
possible to determine my location from the stars, but unfortunately my
knowledge of astronomy was as developed as my knowledge of
hieroglyphics. My friend could have determined our location without the
slightest hesitation, but my friend . . . my friend, my poor childhood friend!

Since the spacecraft was a total loss, how would I get back to Earth? I’d
better not think about it. All I had to my name was the clothing on my back
(so ripped and torn that it looked like shredded confetti) and whatever food
happened to be left in my stomach. I didn’t even know how I was to survive
here, much less how I was to get back to Earth! Ignorant of the geography,



and what life forms might occupy this strange planet, I began to wonder if
there were any creatures here similar to human beings. I had many
questions, but there was no point thinking about them. A castaway on the
planet Mars — wasn’t there some comfort to be derived from a title like that?
There was certainly no point in letting worry eat away at whatever courage
I had left.

All of this, of course, is a distant recollection of my situation as it was
then. At that time I was in a state of shock, and it may well be that my
traumatised brain produced a good many other disconnected thoughts.
However, I can’t remember what they were now. All I can remember is that
I was concerned with how to get back to Earth and how to survive; these
two thoughts, like the remains of a shipwreck washed up on a beach, are the
only two that remained with me after the experience.

After I had come to my senses, the first thing I thought of doing was
devising some way of burying the pile of bone and flesh that had been my
friend. I couldn’t bring myself to look at the spacecraft, for, in its own way,
it too had been a good friend: it had brought us both here, faithful machine.
My two friends were both dead and I was the only one left alive. I began to
feel that their misfortune was all my fault. The two skilled members of our
expedition had both died and I, the unskilled third, was the only survivor;
the luck of an idiot — what painful comfort! I knew that I could bury my
schoolmate single-handedly, but I wouldn’t be able to cover up the
spacecraft; therefore, I didn’t have the heart to look at it.

I should have gone to dig the grave right away, but I didn’t. I just stared
vacantly at my new environment through a veil of tears. Why didn’t I
immediately clasp my friend’s bones to my breast and have a good cry?
Why didn’t I start digging right away? Why? Why? Perhaps it was because
of the state I was in, a state somewhat like that of a man who has just
awakened from a dream. Perhaps I shouldn’t be held responsible for all my
actions at such a time. In retrospect, this is probably the most reasonable
and charitable explanation that I can give of my failure to bury him
immediately.



I continued to stare vacantly at my surroundings. It’s strange, but even
now I can remember very dearly everything that I saw. Whenever I wish, I
can close my eyes and recapture those scenes. They stand before me in full
colour. Even the shadow lines where one colour fades into another still
stand out clearly. Those images are engraved upon my mind as indelibly as
the mental pictures that I retain of going, as a little boy, with my mother to
sweep my father’s grave and make offerings to his spirit.

I really can’t say what I especially noticed at the time, for I directed
equally to everything around me a ‘disinterested attention’, if that phrase
means anything. I was like a bush in the rain, whose movement is entirely
dependent on the drops: if a drop falls on a leaf, then that leaf moves.

I saw a grey sky. It was not a cloudy sky, but rather a greycoloured
atmosphere. One couldn’t say that the light of the sun was weak, because I
felt very hot; however, its light was not in direct proportion to its thermal
power. It was simply hot, but not at all bright. The grey atmosphere that
surrounded me was so heavy, hot, dense, and stifling that I could almost
reach out and grab it. The weight of the atmosphere could not have been
due to dust in the air, for things could be seen very clearly in the distance. It
wasn’t at all like it is back in Beijing when we have dust storms of wind-
blown sand. It was rather that the light of the sun was diminished upon first
entering this grey world; what was left of it was then evenly distributed so
that every place received some of the light, thus creating a silver-grey
planet. It was a bit like the summer drought in North China when a layer of
useless grey cloud floats in the sky, shading the light of the sun without at
all reducing the extremely high temperature; however, the grey atmosphere
here was much darker and heavier so that the weighty ashen clouds seemed
glued to one’s face. A model for this universe would be a bean curd parlour
back home filled with hot fumes in the night, lit by a single oil lamp
scattering rays of ghastly light through the mist. In sum, the atmosphere
made me feel very ill at ease. Even the few small mountains in the distance
were grey, distinguished from the sky only by their darker hue. Because
there was some sunlight, the grey of the mountains was speckled with a
bland shade of red, making them look somewhat like pheasant necks. A



country of grey, I remember that’s what I thought at the time, although I
really didn’t know if there were any countries there or not.

As I drew my line of sight back from the horizon, I noticed a plain and it
too was grey. There were no trees, no houses, no fields. It was flat, flat, flat
— boringly flat. A carpet of grass hugged the ground. Its leaves were very
large, but none of the stalks were upright. Since the ground was obviously
fertile, why, I wondered, was no one cultivating it?

Not far from where I stood a number of hawk-like birds took off, all grey
except for their white tails. The white of their tails did bring a note of
change to the monotony of this all-grey universe, but it was powerless to
lighten the foggy and depressing atmosphere. The tails of the birds
reminded me of slips of paper money — the kind we burn for the dead back
home — floating in a dark and gloomy sky.

The hawk-like birds flew in my direction, watching me as they came.
Suddenly my heart gave a start. They weren’t watching me; they were
watching my dead friend! Watching that pile of . . .

In the distance I saw a few more take off. I became anxious and
instinctively began feeling around on the ground, foolishly hoping to find a
shovel or a spade. I couldn’t even find so much as a stick. I went over to the
spacecraft to see what I could find. If I had a piece of steel, I’d be able to
dig out some kind of grave for my friend. But the birds were already
circling overhead. I couldn’t take time to look up at them again, but I could
feel that they were getting lower and lower. Their cries, long and piercing,
sounded directly over my head. I reached the spacecraft and, having no time
to choose a particular piece to pull off, I grabbed at whatever came to hand.
I had no idea what part it was I had gotten hold of, but at any rate I tore at it
like a madman. One of the birds landed. I screamed at him as loudly as I
could. His sharp wings were trembling in the air and his feet were just about
to touch down when, startled by my cry, he hooked up his tail and flew off.
But no sooner had this one taken off than two or three others came
squawking down like magpies after food. The cries of the birds still on
wing were long and drawn out, as if they were importuning their brethren
on the ground to wait for them. Finally they all came down with one great



whoosh. 1 started tearing at the craft again and noticed that the palm of my
hand was sticky with blood, but I wasn’t conscious of any pain. I kept on
uselessly at it. At last, I rushed the birds, kicking and screaming. They
spread their wings and started falling back in all four directions to avoid
me, but it was apparent they had no intention of taking off. One of them
was already perched on that heap of . . . He was already beginning to peck!

So furious that I was seeing red, I rushed him. I intended to grab him
with my bare hands, but as soon as I made a pass at him, the rest of them
surrounded me and began attacking from all sides. I kicked and flailed in all
directions; they fell back again helter-skelter, cackling with wings spread
wide. As soon as I kicked any one of them away, by the time my leg
returned to its original position, the same bird would already be closing in
on me again, eyes blazing with fury. And now the more they attacked, the
bolder they got; they no longer fell back after having closed in for the
attack. Now they began pecking at my feet.

Suddenly I remembered that I had a revolver stuck inside my belt. I had
just straightened up and started to feel for my gun when I noticed a group of
men standing seven or eight paces in front of me. As soon as I focused on
them, I saw clearly that they all had the faces of cats!
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CHINA WAS NEVER LIKE THIS — OR
WAS IT?

SHOULD I pull out my revolver or wait? Either course of action involved a
variety of considerations. In the minute it took me to make up my mind, the
calmer I tried to make myself, the more excited I became. Finally, I put
down the gun and smiled to myself. This Mars adventure was something
that I had ardently sought out on my own, and if this pride of cat-men killed
me, I’d have only myself to blame. Besides, their malevolence was, as yet,
only an assumption on my part; how could I be sure that they weren’t really
kind and benevolent people? It didn’t make much sense to pull a pistol
before I found out. Good intentions always make a man courageous; and
now, filled with benevolent intent, I was not the least bit afraid of them.
Whatever was coming, for better or worse, I’d let it take its natural course.
At any rate, if there was to be any violence, I would not be the one to
initiate it.

Seeing that I hadn’t moved, they shifted forward a couple of paces. Their
movements were slow, but determined, like the advance of a cat who has
spotted a mouse. The birds all took off now, and from every beak there
hung a piece of . . . I closed my eyes!

Within less than a second after closing them I found my arms pinned to
my sides. I hadn’t anticipated that these cat-men would be quite as quick
and agile as that, for I hadn’t heard the sound of a single step.

Had refusing to draw my revolver been a mistake then? No! For at least
my conscience was clear on this point. Reflecting that sudden disasters are



the food and drink of an adventurous life, my mind began to calm itself and
I no longer felt like opening my eyes. It wasn’t that I was trying to gain an
advantage by feigning weakness, it was just that my mind was genuinely
calm. But, rather than relaxing their grip because I wasn’t putting up any
resistance, they began pinning my arms tighter and tighter! I thought to
myself, What a suspicious bunch of characters these cat-men are! This
sense of my own psychological superiority inflated my pride, and I became
even more determined not to match strength with them. There were four or
five hands on each of my arms, soft, but tight, and possessed of a certain
elasticity. It would be more accurate to say that my arms were squeezed to
my sides rather than pinned. It felt like so many bands of leather digging
into my flesh.

To struggle would have been useless. I saw clearly now that if I tried to
break free, their hands would puncture the skin and rip into my flesh. So
that’s the kind of people they were — people who would sneak up, capture
someone, and then maliciously inflict physical cruelty upon him regardless
of whether he resisted or not. As though the infliction of physical pain
could diminish a man’s heroic stature! Shameless! At this juncture I really
began to regret not having drawn my revolver. In dealing with this kind of
people — if my judgment of them was accurate — one ought to operate on the
principle that ‘getting in the first blow is half the battle’. I am sure that a
single blast from my revolver would have sent them all running, if only I
had used it. But the situation was what it was and no amount of regret
would improve it. Since I had set a trap for myself with my own
righteousness, why not see it through and die in the afterglow of that
righteousness?

Opening my eyes, I discovered that they were all standing behind me, as
though prearranged so I wouldn’t be able to see any of them. Before I
realised it, their sneaky way of doing things had caused me to conceive a
hatred of them. I wasn’t afraid to die, but I couldn’t help thinking to myself,
Since I’ve already fallen into your clutches, if you want to kill me, why do
you have to be so sneaky about it? Before I knew what I was doing, I said
out loud, “‘Why do you have to be so . .. ?’ I didn’t finish my question, for I



realised that they wouldn’t be able to understand my language anyway. The
only effect that my words produced was a tightening of their grip on my
arms. Even if they did understand my language, I’d probably still be
wasting my time. I didn’t give them the satisfaction of turning my head
around to look; let them do what they would! But I did wish that they’d tie
me up in ropes, for neither my flesh nor my spirit could stand that soft,
tight, hot and hateful grip of theirs.

There were even more birds overhead now, wings spread straight out, and
heads all bowed as they watched for a chance to come swooping down to
enjoy the body of my childhood schoolmate and friend!

What was that bunch of clods behind me up to? I couldn’t stand this
‘soft-kill’ of theirs! I kept looking at the birds overhead, cruel birds who
could in the space of a few minutes completely devour my friend. Would
they really be able to finish a man as quickly as that? If so, then perhaps
they really couldn’t be considered cruel. I even began to envy my late
friend; at least he’d had a quick death, a clean and comfortable death.
Compared to the way that I was getting mine in instalments, he was
infinitely more fortunate.

There were a number of times when I felt like saying, ‘Hurry up and get
it over with,” but each time, as the words reached my lips, I swallowed them
back again. Although I knew nothing about the character and habits of Cat
People, I felt that I had already intuitively grasped that they were the
cruellest beings in the whole universe; cruel people never understand the
concept of ‘getting things over with’; to them, sawing away slowly at a man
is a kind of pleasure. What good would it do to say anything? I was fully
prepared for them to stick pins into the soft flesh under my fingernails and
pour kerosene into my nose, that is if there were such things as pins and
kerosene on Mars.

I began to shed tears, not because I was afraid, but rather because I began
longing for home. Glorious China! Great homeland where there’s no cruelty
or torture and kites never devour corpses! I was afraid that I should never
again see that glorious land, never again enjoy a rational human existence.



Even if I were able to preserve my life on Mars, I was afraid that even
Martian ‘enjoyment’ would just turn out to be another kind of pain.

Now there were several pairs of hands on my legs too. The cat-men
didn’t make a single sound, but I could feel their warm breath on my legs
and back. It was a loathsome feeling, as though some giant snake had coiled
around me.

Clank! The sound was as clear and crisp as though it had occurred in the
midst of years of silence. Even today from time to time, I still hear that
sound of fetters being placed on my ankles. I had expected them to do
something like that. They had made the fetters so tight that my ankles
immediately went numb.

What crime was I guilty of? What were their intentions? I couldn’t figure
any of it out. Trying to do so rationally would be a waste of time, anyway.
Since even intellect was lacking in the society of the cat-faced people, one
could not reasonably expect to fathom their actions on the basis of the
ordinary springs of an equally lacking human emotion.

Now they had the handcuffs on too, but still they didn’t take their hands
off my arms and legs. Excessive caution — and extreme cruelty is a natural
outgrowth of that kind of caution — is an important part of a life of darkness;
thus my hope that they might take their clammy hands off me once they had
me safely in handcuffs and fetters had been extravagant.

Now there were two clammy hands on my neck too. They were afraid
that I was going to turn around and look at them! As a matter of fact, I
didn’t have the slightest intention of giving them that satisfaction, for a man
always has some degree of self-respect no matter how low he may have
sunk. Grabbing me by the neck like that! They were really too low for
words. Perhaps it was a logical consequence of their excessive caution, or
perhaps they held several glittering knives behind my head which they
didn’t want me to see.

I wondered, Shouldn’t we be going somewhere now? No sooner had I
thought this than they kicked me in the leg, as if to show me that they too
could do things quickly when they had to. That kick was my marching
order. My ankles had already been choked numb and the kick caused me to



stumble forward involuntarily, making their hands, which seemed like
hooks that were soft and hard at the same time, dig into my ribs. Behind me
I heard a hissing sound, something like the noise a cat makes to scare his
enemy as he prepares for a fight. There were several sounds like that in
succession. I concluded it was probably the way that the Cat People
laughed. It was, no doubt, an expression of their pleasure in tormenting me.
My body was soon a mass of sweat.

If they were really in a hurry, they could carry me easily enough, and that
would suit me to a tee, for I was barely capable of any more walking. This,
of course, was precisely the reason they insisted on my walking — that is, if
it’s not an insult to the word ‘reason’ to use it in such a context.

By now there was so much perspiration that I couldn’t open my eyes, and
my hands were handcuffed uselessly behind my back. I couldn’t even shake
my head to throw off the beads of sweat, for they still had a firm chokehold
on my neck. I walked erect. No. You really couldn’t call it ‘walking’, but I
can’t find another word capable of depicting a movement that is a
combination of twisting, turning, stumbling and jumping all rolled into one.

After we had moved only a few paces, I heard that flock of birds descend
with a great whoosh; it sounded like a group of soldiers making a banzai
charge on the battlefield. Obviously they had all gone down to get a share
of . .. I began to hate myself. If I had only acted a little sooner, perhaps I
should already have my friend buried by now. Why had I wasted so much
time staring like an idiot at my new environment? My friend, I thought,
even if I don’t die, by the time I am able to find this place again, I probably
won’t even be able to find a scrap of you left! All of the sweet and beautiful
reminiscences of an entire lifetime will never be able to make up for the
bitter shame of this one memory. Whenever I think of it in the future, I shall
always consider myself the most worthless of all human beings.

It was something like having a nightmare: although I was suffering great
physical pain, I was still able to think of other things. All of my thoughts
were centred on my late friend. When I closed my eyes I could still see
those birds pecking at his dead flesh, and feel them pecking at my own
living heart. Where were we going? In my present situation, even if I had



been able to force my eyes open, I really wouldn’t have been able to look at
anything, much less remember the landmarks clearly enough to make my
escape later. Was I walking, or jumping, or rolling? Only the Cat People
could have answered that one. My mind was not on any of this; it was as
though my body no longer belonged to me. I was only conscious of sweat
pouring off my head. There was only a little bit of consciousness left in me;
I was like a man who has been wounded but has not yet passed out.
Everything had gone hazy and I couldn’t tell where my body began or
ended — I was only conscious of sweat leaving it at various points. It
seemed that my life was no longer in my own hands, and yet I did not feel
that I was suffering.

Everything went blank. Then, after a while, the darkness passed, and 1
forced my eyes open the way a man does when waking up from a drunken
sleep. I became conscious of an excruciating pain in my ankles.
Instinctively I started to feel for them, but discovered that my wrists were
still handcuffed. It was only at this point that things began to come slowly
into focus before my eyes, although they had already been open for some
time. I was on a small boat, but had no idea as to when or how I got there. I
must have been on the boat for a long time, for my ankles had regained
their feeling and I was acutely conscious of the pain occasioned in them by
the leg irons. I tried turning my head. Those clammy hands weren’t on my
neck any longer! I turned around and looked, but there was nothing behind
me. Above was the silver-grey sky and below, a warm, sticky river of deep
leaden hues. It made no sound but seemed to be flowing very rapidly, and I
was out in the middle of it going downstream.
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HOW DO YOU GET OUT OF HERE?

I DIDN’T have time to worry about the danger that I was in; at a time like
that, the idea of danger doesn’t even occur in a man’s mind. Heat, hunger,
thirst and pain — none of these matched in intensity the feeling that I had of
utter exhaustion (I had just finished a journey through space that lasted over
half a month). I couldn’t sleep on my back because the handcuffs prevented
me from laying my spine flat, but somehow or other I managed to work my
way into a lying position on one side and went to sleep. I entrusted my life
to the mercies of this steamy, oily river, and simply concentrated on getting
to sleep, for in my situation, there was little point in hoping for sweet
dreams or any other embellishments.

When I woke up again, I found myself propped into a sitting position in
the corner of a small room. No, it really wasn’t a small room; it was more
like a little cave. There were no windows and no doors. Four wall-like
pieces of something or other surrounded a bit of ground from which the
grass hadn’t even been weeded. The roof was a small bit of gunmetal sky.
My hands were free, but now there was a thick rope around my waist. I
couldn’t see the other end of it. Maybe it was tied to something on the other
side of the wall. Perhaps since I’d descended from the sky, they thought that
it would be a good idea to anchor me to the ground. How odd — the pistol
was still in my shirt!

What did they have in mind? Kidnapping? Demanding a ransom of
Earth? No, they’d never go to all that trouble. Maybe they thought they had
captured a monster? Perhaps they planned to train me and then put me on
display at the local zoo. Or perhaps they planned to send me to a biological



institute as a specimen for dissection; that would make more sense. I smiled
at my own imagination. I really seemed to be going a bit mad. Why hadn’t
they taken my pistol away? I felt both surprised and comforted by their
failure, but neither of those feelings added any saliva to a dry mouth. I was
exceedingly thirsty, and looking all about — just as I stood on the edge of
despair — I spotted a lifesaver.

In the corner parallel to the one I was sitting in, there stood a stone jar.
Could it be . . . ? My instinct told me not to waste time wondering, but to
simply get over there and see. (Instinct is really more intelligent than
intellect.) But my ankles were still fettered. Perhaps I could hop across.
Gritting my teeth against the pain, I tried to stand, but couldn’t. After
several attempts, I discovered that my legs would no longer obey my
orders. All right, I’d sit down then. I was so thirsty that I thought my dried-
out trunk would begin to split apart. My physical needs had stripped me of
all my usual vanity and I decided that perhaps I could crawl. The little room
wasn’t very wide, and if I got down on my belly, I’d probably be within a
few inches of my goal. Just by stretching out my hand, I’d be able to attain
the highest hope that my life had ever known — that precious jar! But before
I could get down flat, the rope around my waist warned me that it would not
permit it. If I insisted on going forward, the rope would leave me hanging in
mid-air. It was hopeless.

But the fire in my mouth caused me to use my wits again: feet foremost, I
advanced flat on my back, like a beetle that has been turned upside down
and can’t right itself. Although the rope was very tight, by using all my
strength I should be able to force it up over my rib cage. (At first I had
considered trying the same trick head first, but decided not to because my
hips were broader than my rib cage and would not have allowed me to force
the rope very far in that direction.) If I distributed the rope evenly over my
rib cage, I might be able to reach the jar with my feet. Even though the rope
might rip and tear my skin, it would still be preferable to dying of thirst. I
made my move, the skin on my chest did start to break, but I couldn’t afford
to worry about it. I just kept struggling towards the jar. I was in great pain,
but I didn’t have time to let it concern me. I continued struggling forward,



and finally my feet reached their treasured destination. Although I could
reach the jar by straightening out my feet, the leg irons were so tight I
couldn’t spread my legs apart far enough to grab hold of it. By curling my
legs up slightly, I was able to take enough pressure off my ankles to spread
the tips of my feet a bit, but then, of course, I could no longer reach far
enough to do any good. It was hopeless.

The only thing I could do was lie there and gaze helplessly at the sky.
Without thinking, I pulled out my pistol. Dying of thirst, I gazed at that
graceful and handy little instrument. I closed my eyes and placed its shiny
little mouth against my temple. A single movement of my hand and I
should never be thirsty again.

Just at that point an idea suddenly dawned on me. I bolted upright and
turned around towards the corner of the wall. I aimed carefully at the rope.
Bang! Bang! The heavy rope was partially torn and badly singed. Like a
mad man, I tore at it with my hands and chewed with my teeth. Finally, I
succeeded in breaking the rope apart. In my delirious joy I completely
forgot that my feet were still fettered; I got up quickly and just as quickly
fell to the ground. Taking advantage of the position I had fallen in, I
crawled towards the stone jar. I took it in both hands. There was something
bright and shiny inside. It was water! Well, perhaps it was water, or perhaps
it was . . . This was no time to hesitate. It was very difficult to handle the
heavy jar, but I succeeded in getting a mouthful. It was quite cool and, of
course, to me it was tastier than any nectar of the gods. It came to me, as
though I had discovered some kind of truth about human life, that diligence
is usually rewarded in the end. There wasn’t much water in the jar to begin
with, and before long there wasn’t a single drop left.

I cradled that precious jar in my arms like a baby. And now that I was
feeling a bit better, I started indulging in fantasies again. If I could get back
to Earth, I would certainly take this jar back with me. But was there really
any hope of getting back to Earth? I went blank and stared idiotically, for
who knows how long, at the mouth of the jar.

The short, sharp cries of a flock of birds flying overhead snapped me
from my reverie. Looking up, I saw that a strand of light-peach coloured



evening cloud had appeared overhead. The natural grey of the sky wasn’t
completely out-tinted by this new hue, although it did make it seem
somewhat higher and clearer, and the top of the wall that surrounded me
was edged with a line of fairly strong light. It will be dark before long, I
thought.

What ought I to do?

None of the plans that I might have put into practice had I still been on
Earth seemed appropriate here. Since I had absolutely no conception as to
the nature of my enemy, how could I decide on a course of action? Even
Robinson Crusoe hadn’t faced this kind of difficulty. At least he had been
completely on his own, but I had the Cat People to deal with. I had to
devise a way of escaping from them, and yet I knew nothing of their history
and background. I had to do something. What should it be?

Well, the first thing would be to get rid of the leg irons. Up to this point I
had not yet looked at them to see what they were made of, because I
assumed that leg irons would be made of iron. Now that I took the time to
examine them, I discovered that they weren’t made of iron, but rather of
some greyish-white material. Now I knew why they hadn’t confiscated my
pistol: there was no iron or steel on Mars, and the overly cautious Cat
People had feared some danger would descend upon them if they touched
something unfamiliar. They hadn’t dared confiscate my gun. I felt the
fetters with my hands. Although they weren’t of iron or steel, they were
hard. I tried, without luck, to tear them apart with my bare hands. I
wondered what they could be made of. A blend of curiosity and the
exigency of escape were present in my mind. I rapped the fetters with the
muzzle of my gun which produced a metallic sound, but it didn’t sound like
iron. Silver? Lead? If it were a material softer than iron, then perhaps I
could use something to grind through it. Perhaps I could smash that stone
jar and use one of the splinters to . . . At this point I had completely
forgotten about my plan to take the jar back to Earth with me. I picked it up,
intending to smash it against the wall. But I didn’t dare. What if I were to
attract the attention of someone on the other side of the wall? I thought that
there certainly must be someone out there guarding me. No. That couldn’t



be, for there had been no reaction to the two shots I had just fired. When I
had fired the gun, I wasn’t scared. But now, in retrospect, I fearfully
imagined what would have happened if a bunch of Cat People had come
rushing in after I fired those shots. But since, in fact, they hadn’t come in,
what was I being so timid about? I threw the jar against the wall, but only
succeeded in chipping off one small splinter. But precisely because it was
small, it was also sharp. I set to work.

Perhaps it is true that you can grind a column of steel into an embroidery
needle if you’re only willing to put enough work into it, but to hope to saw
or grind one’s way through a pair of fetters in a very short time was, I’'m
afraid, a bit too optimistic. Experience is, for the most part, the offspring of
error. All right! Then I’d simply go on erring in an optimistic frame of
mind. Experiences that I had brought here from Earth didn’t seem to have
much value anyway. I ground away at the fetters for a very long time but
didn’t even succeed in marking the surface; it was as though I were
grinding a diamond with a piece of stone.

I began feeling about in the rags that were hanging from my body. I felt
in my shoes and even my hair on the off chance I might discover something
that would be of service in my predicament. It seemed that I had already
become a beast without reason — but what was this? There was still a box of
matches in the pouch dangling from my belt, and it was a steel box of
matches at that. If I hadn’t made my careful search, I certainly would never
have thought of it. Since I don’t smoke, I don’t make a habit of carrying
matches. Why did I have them on me now? I couldn’t figure it out. Wait a
minute! I remembered. A friend had given them to me. He had heard that I
was going off on a distant exploration and had come to see me off. Saying
that he had nothing that was really worth giving to me, he had stuffed the
little box into my watch pocket. ‘It’s a small box and I trust it won’t add too
much weight to the spacecraft.’ I still remembered his words. It seemed like
years and years ago. Half a month of space travel is not a thing that calms
and sharpens the mind.

I idly fingered the box as I reminisced over the events of half a month
ago. Since there was no hope immediately before me, I contented myself



with recapturing periods of past felicity. Strange, how life can find comfort
in a number of directions.

It began to grow dark, and I began to feel hungry. I lit a match, intending
to look about for something to eat. It burned out and I lit another. As much
for fun as for anything else, I placed the tiny flame of the match against the
leg irons. Suddenly there was a PSSHHHH! The flame travelled around the
iron as fast as the flying brush of a skilled calligrapher might trace a circle
on a piece of paper. There was nothing left on my ankle but white ash. A
nauseous odour flooded my nostrils and made me throw up. So the Cat
People knew how to make things of synthetics. I hadn’t expected that!
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WHAT STRANGE MEN THESE CAT-MEN
BE

SINCE I still wasn’t at liberty to come and go as I pleased, what was the good
of having freed my hands and feet? However, I wasn’t going to let thoughts
like that get me down. Reflecting that at least I had no obligation to the Cat
People that required me to stand guard over this little enclosure, I packed
away my gun and matches and, holding onto the rope, began to climb the
wall. When my head was over the top, I faced a huge sheet of dark grey. It
wasn’t like the blackness of night, but was rather like a thick, pure fog. I
pulled myself over the top and jumped down. Where would I go? Once I
was outside, I lost eight-tenths of the courage that I’d had inside. There
were no people, no lights and no sounds. In the distance there seemed to be
a forest. It wasn’t too far, although I couldn’t estimate distances very well in
this grey atmosphere. Did I dare enter the forest? What kinds of wild
animals might lurk there? I raised my head and looked at the stars. I could
only make out a few of the larger ones, which gave off a bit of feeble red
light in the ashen sky.

I was thirsty again, and this time I was hungry too. My lack of know-how
and experience precluded the possibility of a night hunt, even if I had been
able to overcome my aversion to treating birds and beasts as enemies.
Fortunately, Mars wasn’t chilly — you could probably go nude here day and
night and still not catch cold. Leaning against the base of the wall, I sat
down and stared alternately between the few stars I could see and the
distant forest. I didn’t dare think of anything, for sometimes even the silliest



of thoughts can move a man to tears. It is much more difficult to bear
loneliness than to stand up under pain.

Sitting this way for a while, I gradually lost the strength to hold my eyes
open, and yet I didn’t dare go to sleep. I’d close my eyes for a while and
then, with an almost subconscious start, open, and then close them again.
Once it seemed as though I saw a dark shadow, but when I tried to make it
out clearly, there was nothing to be seen. For a second I thought that I had
seen a ghost and reprimanded myself for such foolish notions. I closed my
eyes again. But no sooner were they closed than a certain uneasiness
prompted me to open them. Huh? It seemed that I had seen a dark shadow
again, but no sooner had I set eyes on it than it disappeared. My hair began
to stand on end. Going to Mars for ghost-hunting had not been part of my
plan. I didn’t dare close my eyes any more.

Nothing happened for a long time. I pretended to close my eyes, leaving
them open just a crack. There it was! That dark shadow again!

I wasn’t afraid. This was certainly no ghost, but a cat-man. The Cat
People’s vision must have been highly developed, for apparently this one
could see my eyes open and close from a great distance. Tense and excited
to the point where my breathing had almost stopped, I waited. When he got
right up to me I’d be able to take care of him, whoever he was. I seemed to
feel quite superior to Cat People, although I couldn’t have explained why.
Was it just because I had a gun? What a childish reason to feel superior!

Apparently time had no value here, for it seemed as though several
centuries passed before he got very close to me. It seemed to take him
anywhere from a quarter-of-an-hour to an hour for each pace. It was as
though each of his steps carried with it the accumulated caution that he had
inherited from an entire history. He’d hazard a step to one side, and then the
other; he’d bend down and then slowly stand up again; he’d twist to the left,
retreat to the rear, and then fall prone on the ground like a snowflake. He’d
crawl forward a bit and then arch his waist, moving like a young cat
practising mouse hunting at night. Fascinating!

If I so much as opened an eye, much less moved, he might very well,
with a single bolt, run outside the very bounds of space itself. I didn’t move,



but I did keep my eyes open a very tiny crack to see what he was up to. I
could tell that rather than having any hostile intentions, he was afraid that I
might harm him. He certainly couldn’t have intended to murder me, for he
had come alone and weaponless. How could I make him understand that I
had no intention of harming him either? I decided that the best thing would
be simply not to move; for then, at the very least, I wouldn’t scare him
away.

He got closer and closer. Finally I was even able to sense his body
warmth. He inclined his body away from me like a relay runner standing
ready to receive the baton from his teammate. He waved his hand back and
forth across my face, but when I nodded my head ever so slightly, he pulled
it back again at lightning speed. He maintained his on-the-mark position,
but he didn’t run. He was watching me. I nodded gently again. He still
didn’t move. I raised my hands very slowly, palms up for him to see. He
seemed able to understand this hand-talk, for now he nodded too. He even
drew back the leg that he had held poised in the direction of possible retreat.
Still keeping my palms up, I bent my fingers slightly as a sign of greeting.
He nodded at me again and I began to sit up straighter to get a better look at
him. Apparently, he had no intention of taking flight now. After having
whiled away the time in this exceedingly painful and ludicrous manner for
at least half an hour, I stood up.

If whiling away the time is equivalent to working, then the Cat People
are great workers. What I am trying to say is that after I stood up, we went
on whiling away the time like that for God knows how long. We used hand
gestures; nodded our heads; screwed up our mouths; twitched our noses;
and brought practically every muscle in our bodies into play — all to show
that neither of us had hostile intent towards the other. We could have gone
on like that for at least another hour, perhaps even a week for that matter, if
dark shadows hadn’t appeared in the distance. He saw them first. By the
time that I made them out, he had already run four or five paces in the
opposite direction. He motioned for me to follow, and I did.

The Cat People run silently and fast. I tried to keep up, but I was just too
hungry and thirsty. Before we had run very far, little stars began to appear



before my eyes. However, I seemed to realise intuitively that if the Cat
People in pursuit caught up with us, it was certain that there wouldn’t be
any great advantage in it for either my friend or myself. Besides, I felt that
it would be well to stick by this new friend, for he might prove very useful
to me in my Martian adventure. The Cat People behind us must have been
catching up, for my friend put on even more speed. I kept up for a bit
longer, but then I couldn’t take it any more. I thought my heart was going to
jump out of my mouth. There were some sounds behind us, sharp wailing
sounds. The Cat People must have been very worked up about something,
for I had already discovered that ordinarily they were quite quiet. I thought
that my only hope would be to hit the dirt, for if [ went on running, my life
might well end in a mouthful of blood by the very next step.

With the last ounce of strength I had left, I pulled out my pistol, threw
myself to the ground and wildly fired off a shot. Without even having been
conscious of the explosion of the shell, I passed out. When I opened my
eyes again: a drab room, a circle of red light, the earth . . . the spacecraft, a
pool of blood, a rope . . . I closed my eyes.

It was only several days later I learned that my cat-friend had dragged me
back to his home like a dead dog after I had passed out. Had he not told me,
I should have never known how I got there (the ground on Mars is so
beautifully soft that not a single place on my body had been torn open by all
that dragging). The Cat People in pursuit had been so frightened by the shot
that they probably hadn’t stopped running for three days. This little gun and
only twelve rounds of ammunition had made me famous all over Mars!
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WHEN IN ROME . ..

HAD 1 not been awakened by a fly biting me, I might have gone on sleeping
for an eternity. You will have to excuse me for using the word ‘fly’, for I
really don’t know what it was called. In appearance, it was like a beautiful
little green butterfly; but in action, it was many times worse than a fly.
There were millions of them, and every time I raised my hand, it was as
though I had occasioned a flurry of little green leaves.

Since I had slept on the ground the whole night, I was very stiff. I
decided that in the cat-language there was probably no word for ‘bed’.
Brushing flies away with one hand and rubbing my stiff body with the
other, I surveyed my new environment. There was nothing to be seen in the
room. Apparently it was used as a bedroom, but since the ground served as
the bed, the most important part of a bedroom was missing. I was hoping
that I might find a sink so I could wash. I had been salted in my own sweat
for half a day and a full night; but there was no sink to be seen. Since there
was nothing else to engage my attention, I began inspecting the walls and
roof. They were made of mud. There was no decoration of any kind. Four
walls surrounding a foul smell: that was the room. There was a hole in the
wall a little over three feet tall; this apparently served as door, window, or
anything else that you wanted to use it for.

It was a miracle that my gun hadn’t been taken away by the Cat People or
lost on the road. I packed it away and clambered out through the little hole.
Now I realised that it wasn’t a window; windows would have been useless,
for the room was situated in the midst of a dense forest (it was probably the
same forest that I had seen last night) and the leaves on the trees were so



thick that the strongest rays of sunlight wouldn’t have been able to
penetrate, even if the sun hadn’t been hidden by the murky atmosphere. No
wonder the Cat People had such good night-vision! It wasn’t cool in the
forest either, but moist and steamy. Despite the lack of sun, it seemed as
though there was warm air wrapped inside the thick, viscous atmosphere.
There was no wind. I looked all around hoping that I could find a spring or
stream to bathe in, but met with no success. I encountered nothing but thick
leaves, moist air and a foul smell.

Then I noticed my cat-friend perched in a tree! He must have been
watching me for a long time. But when I caught sight of him, he went
digging into the leaves to hide himself. That irked me a bit. Was that any
way to treat a guest? Just give him a stinking room and not be concerned
about his thirst or anything else? I considered myself his guest, for coming
here had certainly not been my idea; he had invited me. However that might
be, I realised I would get nowhere with him by standing on ceremony. I
marched discourteously over to the tree where he was hiding. He responded
by retreating out to the end of a branch. I climbed up into the tree, grabbed
hold of the branch and began shaking it as hard as I could. He made a sound
that I didn’t understand, but I stopped shaking the branch. I jumped down
and waited for him. He seemed to realise that there was no escape. Ears
back against his head like a tomcat who has just lost a fight, he came slowly
down.

I pointed to my mouth, stretched my neck, and opened and closed my lips
several times to signal that I was hungry and thirsty. He understood and
pointed to the tree. I thought that he meant for me to eat the fruit. I
shrewdly deduced that perhaps Cat People didn’t eat wheat or rice as a
staple. But there was no fruit on the trees. He climbed back up into the tree
and very carefully plucked four or five leaves. He put one in his mouth and
put the rest on the ground. He pointed at me and then at the leaves.

Feeding me like a sheep — that was more than I could take! When I didn’t
go over to take any of his leaves, the expression on his face became
extremely unpleasant. He seemed to be angry too. Naturally I couldn’t
fathom the reason for his anger any more than he’d probably been able to



figure out the reason for mine. I realised that if we continued getting on
each other’s nerves like this, no possible good would come of it and,
moreover, it was pointless. If we kept this up, neither one of us would ever
understand the other.

Still, I really couldn’t bring myself to go over, pick up and eat the leaves
he’d dropped in such a cavalier fashion at his feet. I gestured to him to hand
some of the leaves to me. He didn’t seem to understand. My anger began to
change to wonder. Could it be that the rule set down by our ancient Chinese
sages proscribing physical contact between members of the opposite sex
when things are given or received was practised here on Mars too? And
could it be that on Mars, males were also required to observe this rule
amongst themselves? I couldn’t say. Uh-huh, it might just be that they did
observe the same rule at that. (This surmise was, in fact, accurate, as I
proved to myself after a few more days residence on the planet.) All right
then, it would be ridiculous to get into a squabble just because of a failure
to understand each other. I picked up one of the leaves and wiped my hands
off on it. Actually my hands were too dirty to be cleaned by wiping, for
they had been torn open in several places on the broken ribs of the
spacecraft and were still covered with dried blood. But habits are not easily
broken, and I tried to wipe them off anyway.

I took a bite from one of the leaves. It was quite tasty and there was a lot
of juice in it. Due to my inexperience in eating leaves I let a bit of the juice
drip out from the corners of my mouth. My cat-friend’s hands and feet
began to twitch as though he were preparing to run over and catch the few
precious drops that I was losing. These leaves must be very valuable
indeed, I thought to myself. But since the forest was so large, why should
he begrudge me a few measly leaves? Forget it. There were enough odd
things going on without worrying about that. After having eaten two of the
leaves in a row, my head began to feel a bit dizzy, and yet it wasn’t at all an
unpleasant sensation. Not only did I feel that precious juice enter my
stomach, but I was also conscious of an anaesthetic effect that
communicated to every part of my body; though, it did not make me very
numb at first. My stomach began to feel full and languorous, and my brain



became a bit sluggish as though I should like to doze off but couldn’t. It
was almost like I were benumbed and excited at the same time — the kind of
feeling one gets when slightly high. I was still holding on to a piece of leaf,
and my hand had that loose and comfortable feeling that one experiences
just after waking. I didn’t have the strength to lift it any more. In my heart I
felt like laughing, but I couldn’t have told you whether or not that feeling
had been transmitted to my face. I leaned against a large tree and closed my
eyes for a while. Then after a very short interval, I shook my head lightly
once or twice and the feeling of intoxication was past. Every last pore in my
body felt relaxed and happy enough to laugh, if pores could laugh. I no
longer felt the least bit hungry or thirsty, nor did I mind the dirt on my body
any longer. The mud, blood and sweat that clung to my flesh all gave me a
delicious feeling, and I felt that I should be perfectly happy if I never took
another bath as long as I lived.

The forest appeared much greener than it had before and the grey
atmosphere that surrounded me seemed just right, neither too hot nor too
cold. There was even a general, poetic beauty in the green trees and grey
atmosphere; and if one sniffed carefully, one could tell that it really wasn’t
at all a foul odour that was wrapped in the dank air so much as it was a very
rich and fragrant sweetness, something like that given off by a very ripe
muskmelon. ‘Happiness’ is insufficient to describe my state of mind at the
time. ‘Ecstasy on top of ecstasy’ would be more like it. Those two leaves
had given my mind a muted kind of strength and had blended my whole
being into the leaden atmosphere, making me one with it, like a fish thrown
into water.

I squatted down next to the tree. I had never liked to squat before, but
now it was the only position I found relaxing. I began to take a closer
inventory of my cat-friend, and didn’t find him nearly as revolting as I had
previously; in fact, I began to feel that he was really quite likeable.

By ‘Cat People’, I don’t mean to call to mind the image of a large feline
walking upright and wearing clothes. My friend wore no clothes. I smiled
and pulled off the few tattered remnants of shirt that still covered my own
chest. Since it wasn’t cold anyway, what sense did it make to wear such a



tattered shirt? However, I did keep my trousers on. This wasn’t out of
prudishness, but out of the desire to keep a belt to hang my pistol on. Of
course, I could have gone nude and still worn the belt, but I couldn’t bring
myself to part with that box of matches. I’d have to keep my pants so that
I’d have a watch pocket to keep that box in just in case they should ever put
me in those flammable leg irons again. I took off my boots and threw them
to one side too.

To backtrack a bit, my cat-friend didn’t wear any clothes. His waist was
long and narrow. His hands and feet were very short, and his fingers and
toes were also quite stubby. (No wonder these Cat People ran so fast, but
worked so slowly. I remembered how clumsy they had been in putting the
leg irons on me.) His neck was so long that he was able to bend his head
down against his back. Above two exceedingly round eyes set low on a
very large face was a great forehead. It was covered with a fine fur that
joined directly to the equally fine and delicate hair on the top of his head.
The nose and mouth ran together much the same way that the nose and
mouth of a pig do. The ears were set on top of the skull and were quite
small. The entire body was covered with a glistening coat of fine fur. Close
up, it looked grey, but at a distance there was a touch of green flashing in it
that reminded one of a jaded peacock feather. His trunk was round and
seemed made for rolling. On his chest he sported four pairs of small breasts
forming eight little black dots. I have no way of knowing what his internal
structure was like.

His movements were the strangest thing about him. As I saw it, there was
speed in his inertia and inertia in his speed — an odd combination that made
it impossible for one to guess his intentions and merely gave the impression
that he was unusually mistrustful. His hands and feet were never at rest and
he was as dexterous with his feet as he was with his hands. In fact, he
seemed to use his hands and feet more than any of his sense organs. He’d
feel, first to one side, and then to the other. No, it wasn’t really feeling so
much as probing, the way an ant uses his antennae.

But what, after all, did my cat-friend have in mind by bringing me here
and feeding me these leaves? Without thinking, I was just on the verge of



asking him. But how could I ask? We didn’t speak the same language.
OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

FELINESE AND OTHER THINGS

IN THE space of three or four months I had mastered Felinese. Malayan can
be learned within half a year, but Felinese is much simpler. By manipulating
four or five hundred words back and forth, you can express anything you
want to. Of course there are some complicated things and some complex
ideas that can not be expressed very clearly in this way, but the Cat People
have a way around that: they simply don’t talk about such things. There
aren’t many adjectives or adverbs, and nouns are not abundant either.
Anything that vaguely resembles a reverie tree is a reverie tree: you have
the big-reverie-tree, the little-reverie-tree, the round-reverie-tree, the
pointed-reverie-tree, the foreign-reverie-tree, and the big-foreign-reverie-
tree. As a matter of fact, none of these trees are actually related to each
other, and it is only the treasured leaf of the true-reverie-tree that can
inebriate a man. They don’t go in much for pronouns, and relative pronouns
are non-existent. In sum, it is an exceedingly childish language. Actually,
all you have to do is remember a few nouns and you know enough to carry
on a conversation, for you can use gestures for most of the verbs anyway.
They have written words too, funny things that look like tiny towers or
pagodas that are extremely difficult to recognise; an ordinary Cat Person
can only remember ten or so at the most.

Scorpion — such was my cat-friend’s name — recognised quite a few of
the words and could even compose poetry. You can write a cat-poem by
piling up a number of nice-sounding nouns; you don’t have to throw in any
content at all.



Precious leaves,
Precious flowers,
Precious cats,
Precious bellies.

This is a fragment from Scorpion’s ‘Feelings I Had Upon Reading Our
History’. And the Cat People did have history — twenty thousand years of it!

Once I was able to talk, I began to understand my host. Scorpion was an
important person in Cat Country. He was landlord, politician, poet and
military officer all rolled into one. He was a landlord by virtue of owning a
large stand of reverie trees. (Reverie leaves were the Cat People’s staple of
staples, and the reason that he had taken me in was intimately related to this
food.) He started talking and took out several volumes of history to
corroborate what he was about to say. The books were all made of stone and
each slab was two-feet square and half-an-inch thick; each of these ‘pages’
contained ten or so very complicated characters.

According to him, five hundred years ago the Cat People planted and
harvested crops and had never heard of reverie leaves. Then one day a
foreigner brought some of the leaves to Cat Country. At first only the upper
classes could afford to eat them, but then they began to import the trees and
everybody became addicted. Within fifty years, non-eaters were in the
minority. Eating the reverie leaves was an exceedingly carefree and
convenient way to live. There was only one thing wrong with it: although
the leaves seemed to do wonders for stimulating one’s spirits, they had
exactly the opposite effect on the hands and feet. Farmers no longer planted
their crops and labourers no longer tended to their tasks. Everyone became
idle. At this point the government issued an order prohibiting the eating of
reverie leaves. At noon of the first day that the order was issued, the queen
was in such pain from withdrawal symptoms that she thrice slapped the
king across his royal mouth — Scorpion moved aside another slab of the
history — and the king was in such pain that his only reaction was to weep.
That very afternoon another order was issued making reverie leaves the



national dish. Scorpion commented that in the entire history of the Cat
People, there was no other act as honourable and humane as this one.

During the four hundred years after reverie leaves were made the national
dish, Cat Country’s civilisation progressed several times faster than it had
before. (For instance, in twenty thousand years, not one poet had ever
before used the expression ‘precious belly’.)

But this is not to say that there were no social and political upheavals. By
three hundred ago, the cultivation of reverie trees had become widespread;
but the more leaves people ate, the lazier they became, and gradually they
even became too slothful to plant the trees. It just so happened that
precisely at this point, Cat Country experienced a flood year — Scorpion’s
grey face seemed to turn pale as he spoke, for the Cat People were terrified
of water and many reverie trees had been washed away. The Cat People
could have gone without any other crop, but not reverie leaves. Now that
they were hard up for leaves, they couldn’t afford to be indolent any more,
and all over the country people began stealing. The government decided
that too many robberies were being perpetrated, and issued a most humane
order: from now on, stealing reverie leaves would not be considered a
criminal act. Thus the last three hundred years of their history had become
known as The Age of Plunder. There was really nothing wrong with that,
for stealing is an act that most fully expresses a man’s freedom; and
freedom had, throughout their entire history, always been the highest ideal
of the Cat People.

‘In that case, why is it that you still plant the trees?’ I asked in Felinese.
In its true Felinese form, the question goes like this: ‘In that case’, one
expresses by a twist of the neck; ‘why is it that’, you express this by rolling
the pupils of your eyes twice; ‘you’, one simply points at the other person;
‘still tree trees?’ (The listener will understand the first ‘tree’ as a verb.)
There’s no way of expressing the ‘still’ of my original question.

When I finished my question, Scorpion closed his mouth for a bit. The
Cat People normally go around with their mouths open, since they don’t use
their noses too much for breathing. Thus, a closing of the mouth is used to
indicate either gratification or deep thought.



His answer was that at present there were only a few dozen people who
planted trees and all of them were very powerful politicians, military
officers, poets and landlords all rolled into one. They had to plant the trees,
for if they didn’t, they would lose their power. To be in government you
needed reverie leaves, for without them you’d never get to see the emperor.
To be a military officer you needed reverie leaves as rations for your troops.
You needed them to be a poet too, for reverie leaves can make you
daydream. In sum, reverie leaves were omnipotent and once you had them
you could tyrannise your way through the world. “Tyrannise’ was one of the
most exalted words in the vocabulary of the upper-class Cat People.

The most important task for Scorpion and the other landlords was to
devise ways of protecting the reverie leaves. They had soldiers, but they
couldn’t possibly use them, for Cat Country’s armies so pride themselves on
‘freedom’ that when they have a good supply of reverie leaves to eat, they
simply won’t obey orders. Furthermore, the landlords’ own soldiers often
robbed them. One could tell from the tone of Scorpion’s voice that,
according to the Cat People’s way of looking at things, this kind of
behaviour was to be expected. So who protected the reverie leaves, if not
the soldiers? Simple: foreigners. Every landlord had to support a few
foreigners as guardians. The awe the Cat People had for foreigners was one
of the distinguishing characteristics of their nature. Because of their love of
‘freedom’ they couldn’t put five of their own soldiers together for more
than three days without one of them being murdered. Consequently,
fighting a foreign army was a virtual impossibility. With apparent
satisfaction, Scorpion added, ‘Our ability to murder each other grows
stronger every day; and the new ways of mutual massacre that we have
devised are almost as ingenious as the new devices that we have discovered
for writing poetry.’

‘Killing has become a kind of art,” I observed. Since there is no word in
Felinese for ‘art’, I used our Chinese word, yishu. I explained its meaning to
him at great length, but he still didn’t understand it. However, he did
succeed in learning how to say this one Chinese word.



In ancient times they actually had fought foreign countries, and had even
won on occasion, but within the last five hundred years — as a result of
constantly massacring each other — they had completely erased from their
minds the very concept of fighting foreigners, and had devoted themselves
exclusively to doing each other in, hence their unusual awe of foreigners. If
it weren’t for the support of foreigners, their emperor wouldn’t even be able
to safeguard his own supply of reverie leaves.

Three years previously, another flying craft had come. The Cat People
never found out where it had come from, but simply remembered it as a
kind of large, featherless bird. So, when my spacecraft arrived, they knew
that another intruder was among them. They assumed that I was another
Martian, for it had never occurred to them there might be another planet
besides Mars.

Scorpion and some of the other landlords had run to the spot where my
craft had crashed, in the hopes of recruiting another foreigner to guard the
reverie trees. The foreigners that they had originally invited in to do this job
had, for some reason or other, all gone home, and now they were faced with
the problem of recruiting new guardians.

They had agreed that once they had recruited me they would take turns in
using me, for recently they had experienced great difficulty in obtaining
foreigners. They had originally planned on asking me if I would like to
work for them. But when they discovered I wasn’t a cat-man, they couldn’t
decide how to handle me. Having never before seen a foreigner like me,
they had been extremely frightened at first; but seeing that I behaved in
such a docile manner, they had soon changed their plans from asking to
shanghaiing. (These were the big shots of Cat Country, and therefore not at
all lacking in guile; moreover, when the occasion demanded, they could
even bring themselves to take a few risks.)

Looking back on it, I realise that had I used force at the very outset, I
certainly could have frightened them away. However, perhaps it was just as
well that I had not, for though I could have frightened them away for the
time being, they certainly wouldn’t have been willing to leave such a scarce
commodity alone for very long. Besides, I wouldn’t have been able to find



anything to eat on my own. But on the other hand, maybe letting them
capture me might not have been such a good idea after all; for once they
had me in captivity, although they continued to fear me, they had ceased to
respect me.

Seeing how tractable I was, it had occurred to each of them
simultaneously that it would be far more profitable to monopolise me,
rather than share my services with the others. If one of them could make off
with me then there would be no need to discuss the terms of my servitude;
all he’d have to do would be to give me enough to eat. At this point, every
one of them decided to go back on his word to the others and see if he
couldn’t make off with me himself at the earliest available opportunity.
Breaking treaties and disregarding solemn agreements was, after all, a part
of ‘freedom’. I could tell Scorpion thought his success in finally making off
with me was something to be very proud of.

After they had tied me up and thrown me into that little boat, they had all
taken a shortcut to that sky-topped little room to wait for the river to bring
me to them. They themselves were so afraid of water that they didn’t dare
get in the boat with me. If the pilotless boat turned over on the way, then, of
course, the fault would be with my own bad luck and have nothing to do
with them. The room was not far from a stretch of sand where the river
almost totally dried up, so they knew the boat would surely run aground at
that spot.

Once having installed me in the little room, they had gone home for a
meal of reverie leaves. They could not carry the precious leaf with them, for
travelling about with a supply of reverie leaves would be very dangerous
indeed. For this reason, they seldom took long walks; the risk they had
taken in coming out to the spot where I had crashed was a special
exception.

Scorpion’s stand of trees was closest to the little room, but it was still a
long time before he came to visit me as one must always take a nap after a
meal of reverie leaves. He knew that the others were unlikely to return
before taking naps, and given the head start afforded by the proximity of his
stand of trees, he fully expected to get there first and make off with me. But



no sooner had he arrived than the others turned up; he had been unprepared
for that. ‘Fortunately, you scared them away with that yishu,” he said,
pointing at my pistol as though he felt especially grateful to it. (After that he
began calling anything that was difficult to describe as yishu.) Now I began
to understand everything that had happened to me since my arrival. I asked
him, “What were those leg-irons made of?’

He shook his head and told me that all he knew about the material was
that it had come from abroad. “We import a lot of foreign things because
they’re so convenient to use,” he said, ‘but we’d never stoop to imitating
them, for we are the most ancient of all the countries on Mars.” He closed
his mouth for a while and then observed, “When we go walking we always
have to take handcuffs and leg irons with us.” Perhaps he was making a
simple statement of fact, or perhaps he was pulling my leg — I couldn’t tell.

I asked him where he stayed at night. That little sky-topped hole that I
had occupied was the only structure I had seen in the forest, and I was sure
he must go to some other place to sleep. He didn’t seem interested in
answering my question, but rather asked me if I’d give him a stick of yishu
so that he might show it to the emperor. I gave him a match and broke off
my questioning on his sleeping habits; for in a society where people
emphasise freedom a great deal, everyone must have his own secrets.

I asked him if he had a family. He nodded his head. ‘After we’ve
harvested the reverie leaves, you can go home with me and see for
yourself,” he said.

I wondered what tasks he had in mind for me back at his home. ‘Where is
your home?’ I asked.

‘In the capital where the emperor resides. There are lots of foreigners
there. You’ll be able to see your own friends.’

‘I am from Earth. I don’t know any Martians.’

“Well, you’re a foreigner anyway, and all foreigners are friends.’

There was no point in explaining things to him any further. I just hoped
that we’d get the reverie leaf harvest in quickly so that I could go to the
capital and have a look around.
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A LAND OF PEEPING TOMS

MY RELATIONSHIP with Scorpion, as I perceived it, could never be one of
friendship. That’s the way I saw it at any rate. Perhaps he was sincere in
wanting to be my friend, but I simply couldn’t bring myself to like him. For
even if he was sincere, then — and this was true of all the Cat People — even
his sincerity would be totally self-centred. For it seemed that the main
reason Scorpion made friends was in order to use people for his own
benefit. During the past three or four months I had not for a single day put
out of my mind the desire to go and bury the corpse of my old friend. But
Scorpion availed himself of every means he could devise to prevent me
from doing so. This in itself was an indication of his selfishness; it also
showed that the concept of friendship was totally foreign to the minds of the
Cat People. I say he was selfish because to him it seemed the only thing that
I’d come to Mars for was to guard the reverie trees. I say the concept of
friendship was foreign to him because he forever reminded me that my
friend was ‘already dead, so what’s the point in going to him?’

He refused to give me directions for getting back to the place where my
friend’s body was, and he watched over me like a hawk to make sure I
didn’t try to find the way myself. Actually if I took my time (all I’d have to
do would be to follow the bank of that river), I’d certainly be able to find
that area again. But every time that I got more than half a mile out of the
forest, Scorpion would be sure to pop up out of nowhere and block my path.
He’d stop me, but he wouldn’t try to take me back by physical force.
Instead, he’d tell me about a number of stories in which he figured as the
victim, and make me feel sorry for him, as though he were an old widow



relating her tale of woe. Snivelling and wiping the tears from his eyes, he’d
go on and on; and before I knew it, he’d make me forget my own troubles
completely. Behind my back, no doubt, he pursed his lips and sniggered at
me for being such a simpleton; but even realising this, I still wasn’t able to
harden my heart against him. In fact, I almost began to admire him!

I didn’t entirely believe all that he told me and decided to check things
out for myself. But he’d already guarded against that, for he never allowed
any of the other inhabitants of the reverie forest to get close to me. I saw
them only from a distance, for whenever I dashed over in their direction,
they would immediately disappear. This certainly must have been in
compliance with orders issued by Scorpion.

I decided not to eat any more of the reverie leaves. Scorpion’s
exhortations against such a course were exceedingly smooth, sincere and
devious. “You can’t stop eating them as you’ll get thirsty, and water is
scarce,” he said. ‘Moreover, if you stop eating them, you’ll have to bathe —
and what a bother that would be! Besides, other foods are too expensive,
and not good to eat anyway. And the atmosphere contains a slow-acting
poison that the reverie leaves protect against; you will surely die if you stop
eating them!’

Despite all this, I still held fast to my decision not to eat them any more.
Then he started snivelling and wiping his eyes again; I knew that this was
his last resort. However, this time I couldn’t afford to be soft, for I realised
that Scorpion’s plan was to have me eat reverie leaves until I became just
like the Cat People. I couldn’t allow him to manipulate me at his own sweet
will like that, and I had already made the mistake of being too easygoing
with him. I wanted to get back to a human kind of existence. I wanted to
eat, drink and bathe. I was not going to allow myself to metamorphose into
something only half-alive, like the Cat People. If by going without reverie
leaves I could live humanly and rationally as I had before, then it would still
be worth it even if I only lived a few weeks. Even if I were to be offered
eight thousand years of the half-dead existence of a Cat Person, I should
still refuse it. I explained this to Scorpion, but he was, of course, unable to
understand. He probably concluded that my brain must be made of stone.



But, come hell or high water, I had made up my mind on this point and I
would not change it.

After negotiating this point with him for three days without arriving at
any conclusion, I was forced to resort to my revolver. However, I had not
forgotten the concept of fair play, and placing the revolver on the ground
between us, I told Scorpion, ‘If you insist on my eating the reverie leaves,
then one of us has to die. Either I kill you or you kill me, I don’t care which.
You decide!” Scorpion ran six or seven yards in the other direction. He
couldn’t kill me. A gun in his hand was less useful than a stalk of straw in
the hands of a foreigner. Besides, he wanted me, not my revolver.

We arrived at a compromise: I’d eat a reverie leaf every morning. ‘Only
one leaf, only one little piece of our treasured leaf, in order to work as an
antidote against the poisonous vapours in the air,” said Scorpion. I had put
my revolver away at his request, and he now sat, pointing a short finger at
me. He would provide me with an evening meal, but getting water would be
difficult. I suggested that I go down to the river every morning to bathe and
at the same time bring back a jar of water. He didn’t approve. Why should I
travel such a distance every day just to bathe? It was stupid, especially since
I’d have to carry a jar all the way. Why not simply relax and eat reverie
leaves instead? ‘There are good things right before your eyes, but you don’t
know how to enjoy them,’” — I was positive he’d say something like this, but
he didn’t. Furthermore — and this was what he really had in mind — he’d
have to accompany me. I said I didn’t need his company. But he told me he
was afraid I might try to run away, and that’s what he was most concerned
about. Actually, if I planned on running away, I could do it whether he
accompanied me or not, couldn’t I? I asked him that question straight out,
and he actually closed his mouth for a full ten minutes or so. I was afraid I
had scared him to death with my implied threat.

“There’s really no need to accompany me. I’ve decided not to run away. I
swear to you that I won’t run away,’ I said.

He shook his head lightly. ‘Taking oaths is something that only children
do for fun.’



I got hot under the collar. Insult me to my face, would he! I grabbed the
fine hair on his head. This was the first time I had used force on him, and he
hadn’t expected it or he would have long since run far out of reach. His
surprise at my reaction was probably genuine, for I later found out that what
he said about taking oaths was true. He sacrificed some fine hair and
perhaps a piece of scalp in order to break away from me.

From a safe distance he explained that in the history of Cat Country,
taking oaths had once been a common practice. However, within the last
five hundred years there had been too many instances of people taking
solemn oaths and then not paying any attention to them. Hence, except for
the hell of it, no one took oaths any more. Although trustworthiness was not
a bad thing in itself, still, actual experience had proved that it was
inconvenient. Therefore the government reform that abolished the taking of
oaths had actually been a forward step in progress. Scorpion kept feeling his
scalp as he explained all this to me, but he didn’t seem the least bit angry.
Since no one ever honoured them anyway, he said that children now treated
taking oaths as a kind of game. I later discovered that this was, in fact, the
truth.

‘Whether or not you Cat People are trustworthy has nothing to do with
me. My oaths are real oaths,” T said very firmly. ‘I have absolutely no
intention of running away. Whenever I decide to leave you, I shall first tell
you to your face.’

“You still don’t want me to accompany you when you go to bathe then?’

‘Do as you damn well please!’ I shouted, and that was that.

The supper wasn’t bad. In fact the Cat People were really quite good at
the culinary arts. The only bad point was there were too many greenflies on
the food. I pulled up some grass, wove dish covers, and ordered the man
who brought my food to cover it. But he didn’t see things the way I did, and
even thought my request a bit ludicrous. Because of Scorpion’s order, he
didn’t dare speak to me, but he did shake his head gently in negation. I
knew that since uncleanliness was one of the glories of the glorious history
of Cat Country, there was no way I could reason with him. It was a shame,
but I’d have to resort to force. Whenever a dish came uncovered, I’d tell



Scorpion to explain things to the servant. This was a great mistake, for there
finally came a day when no food came at all. The next day, when food was
sent, not a single dish was covered, and everything was crawling with a
layer of greenflies.

Actually, what had happened was this: because I'd told Scorpion to
explain things to the servant, I had caused them both to lose their respect for
me. For usually in such cases, it is the prerogative of the upper-class cat-
men to strike the servant immediately. The servant considers this entirely
proper and even expects it. Since I had not struck him immediately, he had
lost all respect for me. But what was I to do? I didn’t want to go around
hitting people, for to me the concept of personal integrity is inviolable. But
if I didn’t hit him, not only would no one bring any food, but moreover I’d
lose all my security on Mars. There was nothing I could do except sacrifice
a piece — and I can honestly say it was a very small piece — of the servant’s
scalp. It worked. The covers were no longer left off. This almost made me
cry, for what kind of historical progress was it that made one man forget the
personal integrity of another?

Going to the river to take a morning bath was the first pleasing
experience I’d had since my arrival on Mars. I’d go from the reverie forest
to the beach every morning before the sun came out; it was only a little over
a mile away, just far enough to make me perspire a bit and loosen up my
limbs. On the beach, I’d walk along in shallow water, enough to cover the
tops of my feet, splashing about and waiting for the sun to come up. The
scenery before sunrise had a certain tranquil beauty about it, as there was no
mist in the fuscous sky as yet and some of the brighter stars were still
visible.

Except for the gentle lapping of water on sand, all was silence. When the
sun came up I would wade into the middle of the river. As I walked out, the
water would gradually deepen, but it wasn’t until I’d gone over halfway
across that it would cover my chest. Then I would have a most enjoyable
swim. I would usually swim about for half an hour or so, stopping only
when I felt hungry. Then I’d go back to the beach and dry myself in the sun.
I would place my pistol, matchbox and tattered pants on a great rock. Naked



in this great, grey universe, I would feel totally carefree, the freest man in
all creation. As the sun grew gradually hotter, fog would slowly rise from
the river and I would feel a bit stifled; Scorpion was right, even if he hadn’t
said anything, I would still have sensed the poisonous miasma contained in
the atmosphere. At this point it would probably be time to go back and eat
that piece of reverie leaf.

But it was not possible for me to long preserve even this pleasure. Again
it was Scorpion who spoiled things. On about the seventh day after I had
begun taking my baths, as soon as I arrived on the beach I saw some black
shadows moving back and forth in the distance. I didn’t pay any particular
attention to them, but merely waited, as usual, for the pleasure of watching
the beauty of the sunrise.

A slate-red colour gradually rose in the east. After a while, a number of
thick clouds broke apart and transformed themselves into large, deep-purple
flowers. Suddenly the sky lightened so that the stars were no longer visible.
Then the deep purple cloud-flowers joined together to form a horizontal
layer, and the purple colour changed to a deep orange touched with a very
light streak of dapple-grey and aqua. They were bordered with a bright
silver-argent. The horizontal layer began to split apart again and some large,
black spots began to appear in the orange.

Golden rays began shining down so intensely that they were even able to
show through from behind the black spots. And then from out of the clouds
emerged a sphere of blood-red. It was not quite round and seemed to
shudder a bit before settling down in the morning sky. While this was going
on, the broken clouds had shattered into tiny fragments, scattering golden
fish scales across the sky. The river grew bright and began to give off a
golden glow. The remnants of the morning clouds became thinner and more
broken until gradually they disappeared, and there were only left in the sky
a few threads of pale, peach-coloured silk. The sun climbed higher. The
entire sky changed to a silver-grey, but in some places little touches of blue
still showed through.

I had been so wrapped up in gazing at the sky that I had been oblivious to
everything else, and when I turned around, I was quite surprised to discover



a column of cat-men standing fifty yards or so back from the bank of the
river. I didn’t have the foggiest notion as to what they were up to. At first I
assumed it was some business that concerned only them, and I didn’t pay
any attention to it. I decided to simply go on with the business of taking my
bath; however, as I walked along the bank towards a deeper part of the
river, I noticed that the column of cat-men shifted its position too. As I dove
into the water, I heard a cry of alarm. I bobbed up and down a few times
and then swam to a shallow place where I could stand up to look. Another
cry went up and the column retreated several paces. I realised what was
going on: they had come to take in the spectacle of my bath!

If they had never seen anyone bathe before, I suppose there was no harm
in their watching. I knew that they hadn’t come for the joy to be had from
seeing me in the nude, for the nude body is nothing new to the Cat People
as they don’t wear clothes themselves. Undoubtedly, they had come to see
how I swam. Well then, should I continue with my swimming exhibition in
order to broaden their horizons, or should I break off my morning dip? I
couldn’t make up my mind. At this juncture, I spotted Scorpion. He was
closest to the bank, perhaps five or ten yards closer than any of the others. I
realised he was showing off that he was not afraid of me. Jumping forward
a few feet more, he waved to signal me to jump farther out into the river.
On the basis of my three or four months’ experience on Mars, I could tell
that if I obeyed his signal, the end result would be to greatly bolster
Scorpion’s prestige. That was more than I could take. Ever since I can
remember, I have always detested anyone who would rely on the prestige
and power of a foreigner to hoodwink his own people. I walked in towards
the beach, and Scorpion started walking forward again too. When I was
fifteen or twenty yards from him, I picked up my revolver from the rock on
which I had left it, and began closing in on him.
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THE PROFIT MOTIVE

I seizeD Scorpion. He smiled. In fact I had never seen him smile so wide
before. The madder I got, the more he smiled. It seemed that the Cat People
kept their paltry stock of smiles solely in order to avoid beatings. I asked
him what he meant by gathering all these Cat People to watch me bathe. He
didn’t say anything, but just kept on smiling as ingratiatingly as he could. I
knew that he was up to something, but I was too sick of that wretched look
of his to bother finding out what it was. I simply told him, ‘If you ever do
anything like this again, watch out for your scalp!”’

The next day I went to the river as usual. Before I had even arrived at the
beach, I was conscious of a blackish mass in the distance. There were even
more of them than yesterday! I decided to go along with my bath as if
nothing had happened in order to see what they were up to; I could always
give Scorpion a working over when I got back. The sun came out. I stood in
a shallow place, pretending to be totally wrapped up in splashing in the
water, but secretly watching the Cat People at the same time. Before long,
Scorpion appeared, leading another cat-man who was carrying what
appeared to be a pile of reverie leaves in both arms stacked up hard against
his chin. I saw them walking along the line of cat-men. First Scorpion
would put out his hand, and then the cat-man following him would extend
his. T noticed that the stack of reverie leaves he held in his arms was
gradually diminishing. So that was it — Scorpion was taking advantage of
the gathering to sell a few reverie leaves! He had, no doubt, jacked up the
price in honour of the occasion.



Now, I am a man who has some sense of humour; but a moment’s anger
will cause even a person like myself to go to extremes. I well knew how
afraid the cat-men were of me, simply because I was a foreigner. I also
knew that this whole ridiculous spectacle was undoubtedly the handiwork
of Scorpion alone, and it was by no means my original intention to cause
harm to this innocent group of spectators just to punish Scorpion. However,
at the time, my fury caused me to forget all considerations of benevolence.
I’d simply have to give Scorpion a taste of my strength, otherwise I should
never again be able to enjoy my morning exercise in peace. Now, if the cat-
men had also wanted to come for a swim in the morning, then of course
there would be nothing that I could say. The river was not my exclusive
possession. But to have one man swim while several hundred others stood
around watching, and then to have someone come along and take advantage
of the gathering to do business — well, that was more than I could take!

I decided not to grab Scorpion first, for I knew that he wouldn’t tell me
the truth anyway. The only way I could get to the bottom of all this would
be to capture one of the spectators. I started easing my way towards the
river bank, keeping my back to them so as not to make them jumpy. Once I
got to the shore, it would be a matter of a hundred-yard dash and then I
could catch one of them off guard.

No sooner had I reached the bank and turned around than I heard a most
baleful cry — a cry even more pitiful than that made by a pig being
slaughtered. My hundred-yard dash began. Ahead of me, it was as though
an earthquake had suddenly occurred. Each of the spectators seemed torn
between the desire to scatter in order to escape with his own life, and the
desire to group together for security. Some ran; some fell; some forgot to
run; and others fell down and tried to scramble back up again. In the
twinkling of an eye they were dispersed like autumn leaves scattered by the
wind — a little pile here, a little pile there, one to the east, two to the west.
They were running and screaming as though they were completely out of
their minds, and by the time that my hundred-yard dash was over, there
were only a few of them left at the finish line, lying scattered about on the
ground.



I grabbed one of them, but saw that his eyes were closed and he had
stopped breathing. My regret at having killed him was much more intense
than the panic of the calamity itself. I shouldn’t use my superiority in order
to kill; however, what was done was done. Without thinking, I grabbed
another fallen spectator. His leg was broken, but he was still alive. I’'m
really not proud of what I did next, for although I clearly saw his leg was
broken, I went ahead and seized him for interrogation. Knowing one had
already died of fright, I cruelly went ahead and grabbed another whom
might very well also scare to death. If I can be excused for all of this on the
grounds that I was acting ‘unconsciously’ in the heat of the excitement, then
the argument for the innate goodness of man won’t hold water.

To get a half-dead cat-man to speak — and to speak to a foreigner at that —
is the most difficult thing imaginable. I knew that forcing him to talk would
be no different from murdering him, for he would certainly die of fright in a
very short time. Poor unfortunate! I let him go, and looked around again.
The few that had fallen were all injured, of course, and were reduced to
crawling on the ground. They were crawling very fast, but I didn’t pursue
them. Two of them were no longer moving at all.

I am not usually afraid of danger, but this time I felt that I had really
stirred up a hornets’ nest. Who could tell what odd kind of concoction the
Cat People’s law might turn out to be. Even though there might be a legal
difference between murdering a man and scaring him to death, wasn’t it the
same thing from the point of view of conscience? I couldn’t decide what to
do. Perhaps I’d go and hunt down Scorpion. After all, he’d got me into this
mess in the first place and he certainly ought to have some way of getting
me out of it. But even if I did find him, he wouldn’t be likely to tell me the
truth. Why not wait for him to come looking for me? Why not take
advantage of this opportunity to find the spacecraft and take care of my
dead friend’s body? Then if Scorpion ran into any danger in the reverie
forest and came looking for me, I would be in a good position to interrogate
him. For if he didn’t tell the truth, I’d refuse to return. Extortion? Perhaps.
But how else can you handle a man to whom trust means nothing and who
doesn’t consider lying as shameful?



I tucked my gun under my belt and with a heavy heart, followed the river.
The sun was very hot and I felt that I lacked something — of course, those
goddamned reverie leaves! Without them I wouldn’t be able to resist either
the rays of the sun or the noxious mist that was rising from the river. Cat
Country will never produce a sage, I said to myself. (I had to content myself
with disparaging the Cat People in order to lighten my own sense of
shame.) I thought of going over and taking the reverie leaves from the
hands of those two dead cat-men. Was I really going to go so far as to rob
the dead? After all, I could always go back to the reverie forest and break
off a big branch; there would certainly be no one to stop me. But I didn’t
feel like walking that far. In the end, I did indeed wrest the leaves from the
dead hands of the fallen cat-men! Half of one leaf had already been eaten; I
ate the other half and continued my way along the river bank.

After walking for some time, I recognised a dark grey hill, a hill that I
knew was not far from where our spacecraft had crashed. However, I didn’t
know how far the crash site was from the river or which side of the river it
was on. It was really hot. I ate two more of the reverie leaves, but still
didn’t feel any cooler. Since there were no trees, there were no shady spots
in which a man might rest. I decided to press on and find the spacecraft no
matter what the cost.

Just then, someone called from behind. I recognised Scorpion’s voice in
the distance, but didn’t stop. However, he was faster than me, and before
long he had caught up. I thought of grabbing him by the scalp to shake the
truth out of him, but when I saw the pathetic state he was in, I didn’t have
the heart to lay a hand on him. His pig-mouth was swollen, there was a
nasty gash on his head, and a number of scratches on his body. He looked as
though he had been doused in something, for his fine hair was stuck to his
skin. He looked rather like a drowned rat. Although I was the one who had
scared a few of the cat-men to death, apparently he had been the one who
had taken the beating. It occurred to me that although the cat-men didn’t
dare take on foreigners, they were most courageous in laying into each
other. Their disputes were, of course, none of my business. Yet, despite
myself, I began to identify with, and even feel some sympathy for, my



terrified, injured and defeated friend. Scorpion opened his mouth several
times before he managed to get a word out.

‘Hurry back! The reverie forest is being plundered!’

I laughed. Whatever sympathy I may have felt for him was obliterated by
his words. If he’d taken a beating and then come to ask me to avenge him,
then although it wouldn’t be the most admirable thing in the world to do,
looking at it from a Chinese point of view, I would still have followed him
back immediately. But the reverie forest being plundered? Who wanted to
be the running dog of this capitalist anyway? If it was being plundered, let it
be plundered. That had nothing to do with me. ‘Hurry back! The reverie
forest is being plundered!” Scorpion’s eyes almost popped right out of their
sockets. It seemed that the reverie forest was everything, and his life
nothing by comparison.

I said, ‘First tell me about what was going on this morning, then I’ll go
back with you.’

He almost fainted from frustration and quickly stretched his neck several
times in succession as he forced himself to swallow his anger. ‘But the
reverie forest is being plundered!” If he had had the nerve, he would
certainly have knocked my brains out on the spot.

But I was as fully determined as him. If he wouldn’t tell me the truth, I
wouldn’t budge. In the end, each of us settled for half a victory: I would
return with him immediately; and on the way, he would explain everything
to me.

Scorpion finally confessed the truth: the morning bath spectators had
been invited out from the city and were all upper-class Cat People.
Ordinarily the upper class would never have got up so early, but the
opportunity to watch an Earthman bathe was too rare to pass up. Moreover,
Scorpion had agreed to provide succulent reverie leaves for the occasion.
Each person gave him ten National Souls (the standard monetary unit in Cat
Country) for the privilege of watching me. And at no extra cost, each
spectator got two succulent and juicy leaves of the very best quality.

Why you bastard, I thought to myself. Putting me on display as though I
were your personal property! Before I had a chance to explode, Scorpion



had a deceptive explanation all ready. ‘Look at it this way: A National Soul
is a National Soul. Getting other people’s National Souls into one’s own
hands is certainly an honourable undertaking,” he said while walking at a
fast pace, which didn’t seem to interfere in the least with his devious
reasoning. ‘Now although I didn’t talk it over with you beforehand, I knew
that you certainly wouldn’t oppose such an honourable undertaking. You’d
still get to take your bath as usual, and I’d take the opportunity to obtain a
few National Souls. The spectators would broaden their understanding, and
it would be a profitable undertaking all round. Very profitable!’

‘But who is going to take the responsibility for the people who died of
fright during all your nonsense?’

“You scared them to death, so it doesn’t matter! If I killed somebody,’
Scorpion continued breathlessly ‘then although I’d get away with it, I’d still
have to pay out a few leaves. After all, the law is nothing but a few words
engraved on stone and you can always get around it if you have enough
leaves. As a matter of fact, if you’ve got the leaves, you don’t even have to
worry about murder. With you, a foreigner, it’s easier yet. You don’t even
need leaves. Kill anyone you please and no one will dare say anything. In
any case, Cat Country law doesn’t apply to foreigners. You wouldn’t even
have to spend a single, solitary leaf. How I’d love to be a foreigner like
you! For instance, if you kill someone in the countryside, then as a
foreigner, you can just leave him there as a snack for those white-tailed
hawks and forget about it. If you kill a man in the city, then all you have to
do is go to the local courthouse and report it. Our judge will even apologise
for inconveniencing you!’ Scorpion seemed extremely envious of me and I
even seemed to detect a few tears in his eyes. I was about to shed a few
myself. Pitiful Cat People! What kind of life did they have? What
guarantees were there for their rights and security?

‘But those two who died were influential people. Won’t their relatives
make trouble for you?’

‘Of course they will! Who do you think it is that’s plundering the forest
at this very moment? They sent scouts over quite a while back to see what
you were doing. As soon as you were a good distance from the forest, they



started pillaging. One of their people died, and now they’re avenging him
by stealing my reverie leaves! Hurry!’

‘Are men and reverie leaves exactly equivalent in value?’

“The dead are dead, but the living still have to eat reverie leaves. Hurry!”

Suddenly it occurred to me — perhaps because I too had been
contaminated by the cat-men, or perhaps because I had been struck by what
he had just said about the living and the dead — that I ought to get some
National Souls out of him myself. For if I ever left him — and after all, the
two of us really weren’t good friends — what in the world would I use to buy
things with? Since it was my morning bath that he had charged admission
for, I certainly ought to be entitled to a share of the profits. Had I not found
myself in that unusual situation, I don’t think that such a low thought would
ever have occurred to me. But since the situation was what it was, I’d have
to look out for myself. The dead were dead, but the living still had to eat
reverie leaves — he had a point there!

When we got close to the reverie forest, I stopped. ‘Scorpion, how much
money have you taken in during the last two days?’

My question took him by surprise. He rolled his eyes around. ‘Fifty
National Souls and two counterfeit bills. Hurry!”

I turned around and walked away, taking great and decisive strides. He
caught up with me. ‘A hundred! A hundred!’ I kept right on going, and he
kept adding to the amount until he reached a thousand. I estimated that in
the last two days there had been at least several hundred spectators, and that
he had certainly taken in much more than a thousand, but I was getting tired
of the game. ‘All right, Scorpion, give me five hundred or we’ll part
company right here and now!’

Scorpion was well aware that for every minute he argued with me, he lost
a few more leaves. With a pair of tear filled eyes, he answered, ‘It’s a deal.’

‘If after this, you ever again try to make money off me without telling me
about it, I’1l set fire to your reverie forest.” I pulled out my box of matches
and patted it. He promised it would never happen again.

By the time we got to the forest, there wasn’t a soul there. No doubt a
scout had reported my imminent arrival and they had all fled in advance of



our coming. Twenty or thirty of the trees on the edge of the forest were
already completely bare. Scorpion let out a cry and collapsed to the ground.
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A RELUCTANT SERVANT OF THE
GREAT SPIRIT

THE REVERIE forest was truly beautiful. The leaves had already grown
slightly larger than the palm of a man’s hand. They were thick and of a rich
green, bordered with a ring of burnished gold. The most succulent of the
ripe leaves had become slightly mottled so that from a distance one would
have taken the forest for a garden of mixed flowers. The sunlight from the
grey sky fingered its way into the trees and made the colours of these
flower-leaves still richer and even more serenely beautiful. They didn’t
have that kind of glossiness that sometimes dazzles one’s eyes, but were
rather possessed of a gentle beauty that captivated the beholder and gave
him a sense of tranquillity. It was something like looking at an old
watercolour whose colours are still fresh, but whose paper has in the course
of the years lost its sheen.

And now every day from dawn until dusk the forest was enclosed by a
ring of spectators — and yet they weren’t really spectators. With eyes closed
and noses thrust forward, they all inhaled the rich aroma of the leaves. Their
mouths were open and watering so profusely that the shortest string of
saliva was a foot long. Whenever a breeze arose, without changing their
stance in the slightest, they would crane their necks around and follow it so
as to breathe in whatever perfume was contained in the air. They reminded
one of snails slowly doing neck exercises after a rain. If by chance a ripe
leaf fell from a tree, they would immediately open their eyes, and their
mouths would twitch in anticipation. It was almost as though they had



perceived the faint sound of the falling leaf with their noses! But before
they could gather up enough nerve to go over and pluck up the precious
leaf, Scorpion, in a flurry of fur, would beat them to it, and from all sides a
cry would go up that sounded very much like the moan of a wronged ghost.

Scorpion transferred five hundred soldiers to guard the reverie forest, but
he took care to station them far from the forest itself. For had they been
close to it, they would have been the first to steal the leaves. Actually he
had no choice but to bring them there, for according to the customs of Cat
Country, the harvest of the reverie leaves was a most important event, and
troops had to be transferred for the sake of appearance if nothing else.
Everyone knew that the soldiers wouldn’t really protect anything, but it
would be a public insult to the officers and men not to use them for this
strange kind of guard duty in which they didn’t feel responsible for
guarding anything. Scorpion was something of a bigwig in the society and,
of course, he didn’t want people to criticise him. Therefore, in order to
avoid flouting Cat Country customs, he had to transfer the troops whether
he wanted to or not. However, he did take the precaution of stationing them
more than two miles away so that their rapaciousness would not lead to
calamity. When the breeze grew a bit stronger and began to blow in the
direction of the army camp, Scorpion immediately issued an order to the
gallant five hundred to retreat a mile or so more in order to avoid the
possibility that they might follow the scent and plunder every last leaf. The
only reason that the soldiers followed his orders was that I was there; if it
hadn’t been for me, they would have long since mutinied. There was even a
common saying among the Cat People that goes, ‘If a foreigner so much as
coughs, five hundred cat-troops will fall prostrate from fear.’

Apart from the five hundred troops, Scorpion had twenty family retainers
who served as his personal bodyguards. It was upon these valiant men that
he really depended for the forest’s protection. All of them were blessed with
a full and deep understanding of righteousness, and were fully loyal and
reliable. But if by chance they became too excited, it wouldn’t be beyond
them to tie up Scorpion and take over the reverie forest themselves.
However, because of my presence they didn’t dare take it into their heads to



do this; and thus they were able to preserve their deep understanding of
righteousness and loyalty.

As harvest time drew near, Scorpion was really beside himself with
activity: he had to watch his personal bodyguards to make sure they didn’t
eat the leaves behind his back; he had to keep an eye on the wind direction
in case the doughty five-hundred needed to be withdrawn further; and he
had to keep watch on the spectators to make sure he didn’t lose so much as
half a leaf of what dropped from the trees. In order to keep his own energy
up, Scorpion was now eating up to thirty reverie leaves at a single sitting. It
was said that if you could manage to eat more than forty at a time, you
could go for three days without sleep. On the fourth day, however, you’d
have the honour of joining your ancestors. Reverie leaves were funny
things. If you took them in small doses, they would give you a lift, but you
wouldn’t feel like working. If you took them in large doses, you’d be able
to work hard for a short time, but then you’d die. Scorpion was in a bind: he
had to eat lots of the leaves in order to stay awake to watch over the forest,
and yet he was well aware that if he ate too many of them, he would die.
But he couldn’t permit himself to cut down on them as though he were
afraid of death — even though he was, in fact, terrified of death. Poor
Scorpion!

He did cut down, however, on my evening meal of regular food. He felt
that if I didn’t have quite as much to eat in the evening, then I’d be more
alert during the night. Scorpion was using the same methods to deal with
me that he used on his own people. The security of the reverie forest was
entirely dependent on me, therefore I’d have to be alert at night, and
therefore, I’d have to eat less at the evening meal. This was a good example
of Cat Country logic: the ablest people ought to receive the lowest rewards.
Once, I got so angry at the paltry amount I was given that I threw the whole
meal on the ground along with the eating implements. The very next day
my food was as abundant as it had been before. I had finally learned how to
handle the Cat People, but I didn’t feel too proud of myself.

Now a breeze began to blow the whole day long. It was the first time this
had happened in my experience on Mars. When I first arrived, there had



been no wind at all. When the reverie leaves turned red, there was
occasionally a slight breeze, but this was the first time it had blown
continuously. Tinged with every imaginable colour, the reverie leaves
swayed beautifully to and fro in the wind. After the sun had set, Scorpion
and his bodyguards worked straight through the night in the heart of the
forest to build a large wooden frame. It must have been at least fifty or sixty
feet tall. Though I didn’t know it yet, they were preparing it for me. The
light breeze that had blown all day and continued into the night was known
in Cat Country as the ‘reverie breeze’. The onset of the reverie breeze
signalled a change in season. There were only two seasons in Cat Country:
the first half of the year was the ‘passive season’ (no wind); and the second
half of the year was the ‘active season’ (wind and rain).

In the midst of a morning dream, I heard a great racket outside my little
room. When I crawled out to look, I saw Scorpion standing at the head of a
column consisting of his twenty bodyguards. He had the tail feather of a
hawk stuck behind his ear and a large wooden stick in his hand. Each of the
bodyguards seemed to be holding something too. I couldn’t be sure, but it
looked as though they were carrying various kinds of musical instruments
in the ready position. Another wave of Scorpion’s baton and the musical
instruments began to make a racket. They played their instruments in such a
fashion that it was obvious no one felt the slightest inclination to harmonise
with anyone else. The high and low notes of the wind instruments were
equally unpleasant to the ear, and identically long and drawn out to the
point that the bodyguards’ eyes almost popped clear out of their heads
before they took another breath. Having pulled in another lungful of air,
they began blowing again, leaning first forward and then backwards in
order to utilise every last bit of breath they had, but still unwilling to take a
fresh one. It seemed as though they wouldn’t stop until they had collapsed
inwards like a paper-bag with the air sucked out of it. As a matter of fact,
two of them got so out of breath that they collapsed on the ground, but they
still kept on blowing! The music of Cat Country lays great emphasis on the
length and volume of a note. The percussion instruments were of wood and



looked something like castanets. The musicians banged on them for all they
were worth, although there was no discernible rhythm.

Then the wind instruments grew shriller, and the percussion instruments
more erratic. It appeared the cat-musicians would have considered it an
honour and pleasure to blow and beat themselves to death. After three
rounds of this, Scorpion’s stick went up in the air and, mercifully, the music
stopped. All twenty body guards squatted down and panted for breath.

Scorpion took the feather from behind his ear, walked over to me very
respectfully, and said, ‘“The time has arrived. Please ascend the altar and
oversee the harvest of the reverie leaves in the name of the God of Spiritual
Brilliance.” It must have been that I was hypnotised by the music, or
perhaps it would be more accurate to say stunned by the racket, for
although I felt like laughing more than anything else, without thinking, I
obeyed. He placed the feather behind my ear and began leading the way. I
followed, and the twenty musician-bodyguards fell in behind me. We
arrived at the tall scaffold and Scorpion climbed up on it. He prayed for a
while to heaven, and the musicians accompanied his prayer with a bit more
racket. He climbed down and asked me to go up.

It was as though I'd completely forgotten I was a grown man, and had
become a playful child again, totally entranced by a new toy. Like a little
monkey, I scampered up. When Scorpion saw that I had reached the highest
point on the scaffold, he gave a wave of his stick and the twenty musicians
scattered to all sides. Taking up their posts at a considerable distance from
each other at the edge of the forest, they turned about and faced the trees.
Scorpion scampered off, only to return a while later leading a considerable
number of soldiers, each of whom had a big club in his hand and a bird
feather stuck behind his ear.

When they got to the edge of the forest, the whole formation halted and
Scorpion pointed up to the scaffold. They all raised their clubs in my
direction as if they were saluting me. You see, as the direct representative of
the Great Spirit, I was supposed to have come to protect the reverie leaves
for Scorpion, who was, of course, most beloved by the Great Spirit. If the
soldiers, while harvesting the leaves, were to try to hide any of them away



or eat them on the sly, then I, as direct representative of the Great Spirit,
would strike that erring soldier down with a bolt of lightning from my hand.
The source of that ‘lightning’ would be, of course, the yishu that I carried
tucked inside my belt. The twenty musician-bodyguards were my aids, and
if they saw any funny business, they’d signal Scorpion with their
instruments. He in turn would pray to me to loose a bolt of my lightning.

After the ceremony for the Great Spirit was over, Scorpion ordered the
soldiers to divide into teams of two. One man would climb the tree to pick,
and the other would stay on the ground to stack the leaves as they were
handed down. No one was allowed to work on the trees closest to me. The
reason for this, Scorpion told them, was that it would be dangerous to get
too close to the direct representative of the Great Spirit, for if a breath from
the nose of the Great Spirit’s representative touched one of them, that man
would immediately fall, paralysed, to the ground like a wet rag and never be
able to rise again. Therefore these trees would have to be left for Scorpion
to pick personally. It seemed that Scorpion had been just as successful in
hypnotising the soldiers as he had been with me, for they immediately
broke up into teams of two and set to work.

Scorpion must have eaten an especially heavy meal of the best leaves, for
he was running back and forth supervising things as fast as a shuttle on a
loom. He had his club constantly poised in case he had to bring it down on
the head of an erring soldier. I heard later that every time they had a reverie
leaf harvest, the landlord was expected to club to death a couple of soldiers
and bury them under the trees in order to insure a bountiful harvest the
following year. Sometimes when the landlord hadn’t had the foresight to
provide himself with a foreigner like me to serve as the Great Spirit’s
representative, the soldiers would bury the landlord under the trees instead
and make off with the entire harvest. Such mutinous troops would also steal
the wood of the trees to make clubs, for an army of cat-men equipped with
reverie tree clubs was considered to be almost invincible.

And so it was that I came to be perched, like some giant and ungainly
parrot, up there on the scaffold. Now what in hell was I doing that for? I
was tempted to laugh, but refrained — after all, I didn’t want to interfere



with the customs of the Cat People. Since I had come here in the first place
to observe everything that I could, I’d just have to play along with things
and join in their group activities no matter how ridiculous they might be.
Fortunately there was a little breeze so it wasn’t too hot up there. I had
Scorpion get someone to fetch me one of the grass covers that I had woven
to cover my food with, which I used as a sun hat. I wasn’t going to be a
victim of sunstroke if I could help it.

Except for a feather behind the ear and a club in the hand, there was no
difference between a soldier and an ordinary cat-man. The club and feather
gave them positions superior to those of ordinary cat-men, but then under
the burden of Scorpion’s hypnotic command, they probably suffered a bit
more than ordinary cat-men too.

Soon I was able to see the trunks of the reverie trees, which had
previously been hidden by a dense growth of leaves. It was somewhat like
watching silkworms strip a mulberry tree. Before long, the soldiers were at
the tops of the trees. I noticed that those who were closest to me were
picking with one hand and shading their eyes with the other. They probably
thought that looking at me directly would harm them in some way!

It isn’t really that the cat-men can’t work, I thought to myself. If only
they had a good leader who would forbid them to eat the reverie leaves,
they might really be quite productive. Supposing I were to drive Scorpion
off and become landlord in his place. Supposing I were to become their
leader . . . but this was just idle thought and I didn’t dare go too far with it,
for I still didn’t completely understand the Cat People to begin with.

Just as I was musing in this vein, I saw Scorpion’s club zeroing in on the
head of a soldier. I knew that even if I jumped down, I still wouldn’t get
there in time to stop him. But I felt I had to make a try anyway, for in my
eyes Scorpion was much more hateful than the soldiers and I could still take
advantage of the opportunity to show him a thing or two. Crawling to a spot
that was only a few yards from the ground, I jumped down and ran over to
them. But by the time I got there, the soldier was already lying on the
ground and Scorpion was already issuing the order to bury him.



A man who doesn’t fully understand the ways of thinking of those around
him often hurts people out of the best of intentions, and so it was with me.
When [ jumped, the soldiers thought that I was about to begin unleashing
bolts of lightning, and as I hit the ground I heard a number of thuds as they
leapt down from the trees on all sides. The majority of them had probably
suffered injury, for I heard them crying piteously. But I was too carried
away by anger towards Scorpion to pay any attention. Scorpion probably
thought that I had seen him punishing a soldier and had come down to help.
Since I had been so tractable in every other way that morning, it was natural
perhaps for him to assume that I would serve as his flunky in everything.
Hence, he was taken completely aback when I grabbed him. He himself
probably didn’t see anything at all wrong in killing a mere soldier. “Why did
you kill him?’ I demanded.

‘Because he was eating the stem of a leaf behind our backs.’

‘Do you mean to say that you think simply because a man eats the stem
of a leaf, you can ...’ I didn’t bother to go on. I had forgotten for a moment
that I was in the midst of Cat People, and that there’s no point in reasoning
with them. I beckoned to the soldiers standing around and said, ‘Tie him
up!” They all looked at each other as though they didn’t understand what I
meant. ‘“Tie him up!’ I said again, more slowly and distinctly this time, but
they still made no move. Their lack of initiative disheartened me. If ever I
were to be given command of a body of troops like this, I’d probably never
be able to get them to understand me. It was not out of affection for
Scorpion that they dared not come forward, but rather because they simply
didn’t understand me — that I might be doing all this to avenge the fallen
soldier was totally beyond their comprehension. I'd gotten myself in
another bind: if I let Scorpion off scot-free, he’d certainly lose all respect
for me; but if I killed him, I wouldn’t have him around to help me during
the many times in the future when I’d certainly need him. With regard to
my future plans for taking in the sights on Mars — at least this part of the
planet — he would certainly prove more useful than this motley crew of
soldiers. Pretending to be calm, I asked, ‘Do you want to accept your



punishment, or would you prefer me to sit up there on the scaffold and let
the soldiers steal the leaves without doing anything about it?’

When the soldiers heard me talk about permitting them to steal reverie
leaves, they became so excited that a few of them misinterpreted my
question as the go-ahead signal. While holding Scorpion in one hand, I had
to kick two of them to the ground. The rest stopped dead in their tracks.
Scorpion’s eyes had already narrowed into two tiny slits. I knew how, in his
heart of hearts, he must hate me. He had personally invited me in as the
representative of the Great Spirit, and now here I was, turning on him and
disciplining him before his own troops — that must have been hard to take.
Of course, it would never have occurred to him that, in killing a man for
eating a piece of the stem of a reverie leaf, he had done anything wrong.

In the end, he decided against calling my bluff and acknowledged my
right to punish him. I asked him what compensation the soldiers got for
harvesting the reverie leaves. He said that each man would get two small
leaves. At this point, all around us, the soldiers’ ears pricked up. They
probably thought I was going to punish Scorpion by forcing him to give
them extra leaves. Instead, however, I told him to give each of them a
regular meal after the harvest just like the one I had every evening. Upon
hearing this, their ears all dropped flat against their heads and their vocal
cords produced a sound like that of a man choking on his food. To them,
this was a most unsatisfactory way of resolving things. As for the dead
soldier, I told Scorpion to indemnify his family to the tune of one hundred
National Souls. He agreed. I asked the soldiers where this man’s family
lived, but not one of them said anything. The Cat People were not
accustomed to helping in anything that might be beneficial to someone else,
even if that help only cost them a few words. That’s something else that I
didn’t learn until I had lived in Cat Country for several months. Since we
couldn’t find out where the man’s family was, Scorpion lucked out again
and was saved a hundred National Souls.
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BEING A FOREIGNER DOES HAVE ITS
ADVANTAGES

THE REVERIE leaves were all harvested. There was a breeze every day now
and the temperature had gone down by ten degrees. From time to time black
clouds floated across the grey sky, but there was no rain at all. It was at the
beginning of the active season that the landlords took the reverie leaves into
the city. Although deep down in his heart he was something less than happy
with me, Scorpion had to feign friendliness in order to get me to accompany
him into the city. Without me, he knew he wouldn’t be safe and might well
lose his life in protecting the leaves.

The reverie leaves were all sun-dried and baled. A team of two soldiers
was responsible for transporting each bale, which they took turns carrying
on their heads. Scorpion led the way, carried by four soldiers. His spine was
flattened out so as to rest on the four heads of the troops. Two tall soldiers
held his feet in place, while another man brought up the rear, propping up
his neck. In Cat Country this mode of travel was the most prestigious, if not
the most comfortable. The twenty bodyguard-musicians marched on either
side of the column with their musical instruments in their hands. If any of
the soldiers did anything out of order, such as tearing a hole in one of the
bales in order to enjoy the aroma of the leaves, then one of the bodyguards
would musically signal the fact to Scorpion. (Everything in Cat Country
must have a practical application, and music is no exception, for musicians
double as spies.)



My position was at the very centre of the column so I could keep an eye
on those to my fore and aft. Originally Scorpion had seven bearers set aside
for me too, but I told him I’d much rather walk and had no desire for this
kind of special treatment. But Scorpion wouldn’t give in so easily. He
quoted the Cat Country Classics at me, ‘And of bearers, our emperor shall
have two score and one; our feudal lords, three times five; and our nobles,
seven . . .” He informed me this was a custom that had been passed down
from ancient times as a way of marking social distinctions. To destroy such
a custom would be unthinkable and, furthermore, he just wouldn’t permit it.
However, I remained adamant. Then he quoted a folk saying at me:

When a noble on his feet must go,
In shame his ancestors’ faces hang low.

I told him that my ancestors wouldn’t feel the least bit ashamed. Then, on
the verge of tears, he quoted two lines of their Poetry Classic:

Raise high your face the blessed leaf to eat,
And spend your life as one of our elite.

“To hell with you and your nobles!” I couldn’t think of a suitable line of
poetry to quote back and was reduced to this uncouth reply. Scorpion
sighed. I am sure that within the narrow confines of his heart he was
swearing me into a bloody pulp, but he didn’t dare express such critical
sentiments openly.

We wasted almost two and a half hours just on lining up. Altogether
Scorpion must have got up on, and down from, his bearers’ heads at least
seven times. It seemed that the cat-soldiers were determined not to get into
an orderly formation. They must have been aware by now that I was not
entirely on Scorpion’s side, and for that reason, Scorpion no longer dared to
break open their heads at will. And no matter how Scorpion swore at or
castigated them, they just wouldn’t form a straight line. At last Scorpion



gave up and ordered them to forward-march no matter how uneven the
formation was.

Just as we were finally about to depart, several white-tailed hawks flew
towards us. Scorpion jumped down again and addressed his men. ‘It’s very
unlucky to meet hawks when setting out on a journey; we’ll put it off until
tomorrow.’

I pulled out my revolver. ‘If we don’t go now, we’re never going.’
Scorpion’s face turned green with anger. Flabbergasted, he opened and
closed his mouth several times, but nothing came out. He knew that it
wouldn’t do any good to argue with me, but at the same time he also felt
that setting out on a journey in violation of a taboo was a very dangerous
business. He hemmed and hawed another ten minutes or so before he
climbed back up on the heads of the bearers and prepared to set out. He was
trembling all over when the column finally started moving. I don’t know
whether it was because I had made him so angry that he couldn’t lie steady,
or whether it was because the bearers were intentionally playing tricks on
him, but at any rate, before we’d been on the road very long, Scorpion had
already fallen off several times. But as soon as he fell off, he’d crawl right
back up there again. You see, Scorpion had a heavy sense of responsibility
for preserving the customs handed down by his ancestors.

Wherever there was space along the route — on the sides of trees, on
stones, on broken fragments of wall — messages in large white characters
were scrawled:

WELCOME SCORPION; SCORPION IS A GREAT
MAN WHO EXHAUSTS HIS STRENGTH IN
IMPROVING THE NATIONAL DIET; SCORPION’S
SOLDIERS HOLD HIGH THE CLUBS OF
RIGHTEOUSNESS; WITHOUT SCORPION WE
WOULDN’T HAVE THIS YEAR’S BUMPER CROP

Scorpion had had the foresight to send emissaries on ahead to write all these
things so that he might enjoy them as he went by.



We passed through several small villages where the inhabitants all sat
leaning against broken walls. When the cat-soldiers passed in front of them,
they all closed their eyes, not even daring to take so much as a peek. If they
are afraid of the soldiers, I thought, why don’t they hide? Or if they aren’t
afraid, why is it that they don’t dare to open their eyes? I just couldn’t
figure it out. But when I took a closer look, I began to understand. These
were, it turned out, members of the village welcoming committee. I could
tell because there were large characters written on the fine grey hair on their
heads. One character on each man’s head, so that several of them together
formed such phrases as WELCOME SCORPION! Because the words had
been written some time before by one of Scorpion’s advance emissaries, the
characters were already somewhat faded and indistinct. Although the
villagers all sat with their eyes closed, Scorpion still nodded towards them
in appreciation of the welcome, just as though the whole thing were for real.
These villagers were all under the ‘protection’ of Scorpion. The run-down
and filthy condition of the village, the emaciated, filthy, listless condition of
the inhabitants all testified to how well their protector had fulfilled his
responsibilities. I began to hate Scorpion even more than before.

Had I been alone, I probably could have made the journey to Cat City in
half a day. Travelling with cat-soldiers, however, is the most rigorous test of
one’s patience that can possibly be imagined. I well knew that the Cat
People could, in fact, travel with great speed, but not when they’re serving
as soldiers. For the faster a cat-soldier gets to the front, the sooner he dies.
Therefore the cat-troops were all well known for being slow and deliberate.
They would march calmly and slowly to the front as if half asleep, but when
they closed with the enemy, their tempo would suddenly switch from largo
to allegro as they took off in the opposite direction.

It was somewhat past one in the afternoon. Although there were a few
black clouds in the sky, the sun was as hot as ever. The mouths of the
soldiers hung wide open and their fine hair was matted against their bodies
with sweat. I had never seen a less presentable body of troops. There was a
reverie forest off in the distance and Scorpion issued an order taking us
somewhat off our course so we might pass through it. I thought Scorpion



was at last beginning to show some consideration for his men and planned
to let them rest for a while once we got to the forest.

When we were almost there, Scorpion rolled down off his bearers and
came over to confer with me. Would I be willing to help him plunder this
forest? ‘It’s really not all that important that we make off with a few reverie
leaves, but it would be most beneficial to give the troops a little combat
experience,’ he said. Before answering him, I looked around at the troops. I
could tell from the leers on their faces that every last one of them knew
what Scorpion had in mind. A few minutes ago they had looked totally
exhausted, but now they didn’t seem to be the least bit tired. It would seem
that looting the countryside is exactly what the Cat Soldiers are best cut out
to do, I thought to myself. I realised that if I interfered with Scorpion’s
contemplated raid, the troops would hate me even more than they did
Scorpion. Although I could probably control the whole lot of them for a
time with my revolver, if they really wanted to do me violence, there was
just too many of them. Anyway, I thought to myself, the Cat People seem to
consider mutual plunder an entirely reasonable form of behaviour, so why
should I interfere? Besides, even if I did stand up against them in the name
of righteousness, who would be there to know about it and admire me for
it? Apparently I too had been infected by the thinking of the Cat People, for
of late my courage was often weakened by thoughts of preserving my own
peace and security. I told Scorpion to do as he pleased.

I was well aware that this was a kind of backing down, but I hadn’t
realised that by giving Scorpion an inch, I’d encourage him to take a mile:
he immediately asked if I would be willing to take command of the raid.
This I unhesitatingly refused. ‘Go ahead and plunder the place if you want
to. I won’t stop you, but I won’t help you either!”As soon as we started
moving towards the reverie forest, the troops seemed to smell plunder in the
air, for without even waiting for Scorpion’s order, they all set their bales on
the ground and took a firm hold of their clubs. In fact, some of them had
already run forward to attack. I had never before seen Scorpion display so
much nerve. Although he didn’t lead the foray in person, he did manage to
look quite martial and even dashing. His eyes were wide and round and



every fine hair on his head was standing on end. At a single wave of his
club, the troops rushed en masse towards the forest. When they arrived,
they began circling about the perimeter in a provocative manner, as though
they were trying to lure the guards out. They circled it three times, but there
was no sound from within. Scorpion smiled, and with a loud cry, the troops
hurled themselves into the forest.

Terrible cries issued from within. Scorpion’s eyes were not quite so round
now, and he even blinked a few times. Suddenly, his troops were in full
rout! Their clubs were gone and they were pounding their heads with both
hands while screaming like banshees, ‘Foreigners! Foreigners!’Although
Scorpion didn’t seem to believe it, he didn’t look quite as bold and full of
derring-do as he had a few minutes previously. He just kept mumbling,
‘Foreigners? There can’t be any foreigners!” At this point figures rushed out
of the forest in hot pursuit of Scorpion’s men. Now Scorpion was really
scared. ‘My God, there really are foreigners in there!” More figures came
streaming from the forest. The two who seemed to be leading were tall and
covered in white hair. Each of them carried a shiny club in his hand. I
assumed that they must be foreigners, for the clubs they carried appeared to
be made of a steel-like material far beyond the technology of Cat Country. I
began to feel a bit uneasy myself. What if Scorpion should ask me to go and
stop the two foreigners? How did I know exactly what those shiny clubs in
their hands could do? And yet, even though plundering the reverie forest
had not been my idea, I was, after all, Scorpion’s bodyguard. If I stood by
and watched him suffer defeat without making any attempt to save him, at
the very least I would lose status. Besides, my entire future in Cat Country
depended on my relationship with him.

‘Hurry up and stop them!” Scorpion cried. ‘Hurry!”’

I knew that this was a question of duty that would admit no excuse, so
there was no point in hesitating. I pulled out my revolver and approached
the foreigners. Much to my surprise, when the two white-furred soldiers
saw me coming forward, they stopped advancing. Then Scorpion ran over
to join us, and I knew that the danger was past. ‘Make peace! Make peace!’
Scorpion whispered from behind. Now I was really at a loss. Why didn’t he



tell me to fight them? Make peace? How? This turned out to be much easier
than I anticipated, for in the midst of my confusion, the two white-furred
soldiers spoke. ‘You are hereby fined six bales of reverie leaves, to be
disposed by the three of us as we see fit!’ I looked all around, there were
only two of them. What did he mean by three? Scorpion stood behind me
and urged in low tones, ‘Make terms.” Not knowing what else to do, like a
simpleton I said right back to them, “You are fined six bales of reverie
leaves to be disposed of by the three of us as we see fit!” When the two
white men heard me say this, they smiled and nodded their heads as though
they were very satisfied with my terms. I, on the other hand, was totally
mystified by their reaction. Scorpion sighed and ordered his troops to bring
up six bales of reverie leaves. When the six bales were on the ground before
us, the two white-furred soldiers very politely invited me to pick out the
first two. Only then did I realise that in saying ‘three’ they were including
me. I was equally courteous in return and asked them to choose first. They
picked out four at random and handed them over to the Cat Country soldiers
under their command. Then they said to me, ‘Our leaves are almost
harvested too. See you in Cat City!” Without further ado, they went back
into the forest.

I was utterly confused and didn’t know what to think. What kinds of
tricks were being played here? It wasn’t until after I arrived in Cat City and
questioned the foreigners that I understood the full ramifications of what
had happened. The Cat People were no match for foreigners; thus, their
only hope was that foreigners would fight among themselves. It would have
required a tremendous amount of effort for the Cat People to make
themselves strong, and they were much too clever to be dumb enough to do
that much work. It was much easier to pray to the Great Spirit to make the
foreigners slaughter each other so that the Cat People might make a strength
of Cat Country’s weakness, or perhaps one ought to say, make the
foreigners as weak as themselves.

The foreigners well understood this and, although they often had
conflicts of interest in Cat Country, they would never be willing to fight
each other and let the Cat People take advantage of their quarrels. They saw



very clearly that if they allowed disputes to arise amongst themselves, it
would be a case of pitching one sharp sword against another so that even
the victorious one would suffer great loss. If, on the other hand, the
foreigners united in bullying the Cat People, they could gain great profit
without suffering the slightest loss. They not only honoured this principle in
the conduct of their international relations, but also as single individuals
working in Cat Country.

Protecting the reverie forests was a good occupation for the foreigners.
By agreement, they were responsible for protecting the Cat Country
landlords from their own people. If it so happened that there were
foreigners protecting the landlords, then neither side was permitted to
infringe upon the rights of the other. If this condition were not honoured,
then the foreign guardians from both sides were to meet in solemn conclave
and decide on the punishment to be meted out to the landlords. Thus, not
only was it possible to avoid disputes arising between foreigners because of
the Cat People’s affairs, but it was also possible to preserve the superior
status of the guardians. Thus they would never be used by the Cat People.

If you looked at it from the point of view of the foreign guardians, this
was really a pretty good system. But from the Cat People’s point of
view . . . Almost despite myself, I began to feel sympathy for all the
Scorpions of Mars. But then it occurred to me that the Scorpions all seemed
more than willing to accept this kind of treatment; they didn’t seem to want
to make themselves strong. They seemed to prefer inviting the foreigners in
to bully their own people. Then whose fault was it after all? Only people
who have an equal share of guts can respect each other, and the people of
Cat Country had simply lost theirs. No wonder other people toyed with
them so much. For several days I couldn’t get these disturbing thoughts out
of my mind.

Going back a bit, after Scorpion had been punished, he continued on to
Cat City as though nothing had happened. Rather than having the slightest
expression of shame on his face, he looked as though he had just returned
from a great victory. The only thing he said to me was that if I didn’t want
those two bales of reverie leaves — he knew that I really didn’t like reverie



leaves all that much — he’d be willing to buy them back from me for thirty
National Souls. I was certain that this quantity of reverie leaves was worth
at least three hundred National Souls, but I didn’t say whether I would sell
them or not. I didn’t want to lower myself by paying any attention at all to
such a gutless coward. I didn’t so much as favour him with a growl of
contempt. When the sun was on the western horizon, Cat City came into
view.
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THE CAPITAL OF CAT COUNTRY

As sooN as I set eyes on Cat City, for some reason or other, a sentence took
form in my mind: this civilisation will soon perish! It certainly wasn’t
because I knew all there was to know about the civilisation of Cat Country
that I thought this — the experience I had in the reverie forest had only been
enough to stimulate my curiosity and make me want to understand
everything. Nor was it because I viewed the civilisation of Cat Country as a
mere tragic interlude prepared for my entertainment and diversion. It was
rather that I had hoped to utilise my sojourn in Cat Country to fully
comprehend the inner workings of at least this one civilisation and thus
enrich my experience of life. I knew that it was possible that a whole
civilisation or even a whole race might perish, for the history of mankind on
my own planet, Earth, was not entirely wreathed in roses. And since
perusing the history of mankind had been at times enough to make me shed
tears, imagine my feelings at the prospect of seeing a civilisation breathe its
last before my very eyes!

The life of a man, like a candle, seems to glow again with its former
brilliance just before going out; similarly, an entire civilisation on the point
of extinction is not without a final, ephemeral splendour. And yet there is a
difference: a civilisation on the edge of oblivion is not so conscious of its
own imminent demise as is a lone man. It is almost as though the creative
process itself had marked the civilisation for extinction so that the good —
and there are always a few good people left, even in a country that’s about
to expire — suffer the same fate as the evil. And perhaps in such a
civilisation, the few good people left will begin to experience a certain



shortness of breath, will begin to draw up their wills, and will even moan
over the impending fate of their civilisation. But their sad cries, matched
against the funeral dirge of their own death-bound culture, will be but as the
chirps of lingering cicadas against a cruel autumn wind.

And while Cat City was full of life, behind this lively facade one was
conscious of a skeletal hand, a hand that seemed ever ready to tear the skin
and flesh away from the Cat People to leave nothing but a wasteland of
bleached bones. And yet, despite all of this, Cat City was one of the liveliest
places I have ever seen.

The arrangement of the city itself was the simplest that I’d yet
encountered. There was nothing you could really call a street, for other than
an apparently endless line of dwellings, there was just a kind of highway or,
perhaps one ought to say, empty square. If one kept in mind what the layout
of a Cat Country army camp was like, one could well imagine the layout of
the city: an immense open square with a row of houses down the middle,
totally devoid of colour and utterly drowned in Cat People. This was what
they called ‘Cat City’. There were crowds of people, but one couldn’t tell
exactly what they were doing. No one walked in a straight line, and
everyone got in each other’s way. Fortunately the streets were wide, and
when it was no longer possible to go forward, people could switch to
walking sideways as they crowded past one another.

It was as though the single row of houses formed a breakwater against
which a tide of people pounded. I still don’t know whether they had house
numbers or not. But if we assume they did, then a man who wanted to go
from number five to number ten would have to zig-zag his way for at least
three miles. Once outside his own door, he’d be crowded into a sideways
progress and simply float along on the tide until he arrived at his
destination. If by chance the direction of the tide should change before he
got there, he’d be crowded home again. However, if he hit things just right,
he would probably make it to number ten. But, of course, one can’t always
be sure of hitting things just right, and occasionally he might be crowded
back and forth so much that he would be taken even farther from his
destination and might well fail to even make it home that day.



There was a reason that the city had just one row of buildings. I worked
that reason out somewhat as follows. I assumed that in the beginning there
must have been several rather narrow streets. Crowding about in the narrow
lanes had doubtless resulted in wasting a good deal of time, and had
probably cost a number of lives to boot. You see, in the eyes of the Cat
People, yielding the right of way was considered to be most disgraceful,
and keeping to one side of the street was seen as incompatible with their
freedom-loving spirit. Thus, if they had built houses on both sides of the
street, they would be forever bottled up between them, and it is likely that
the bottleneck wouldn’t break up before one row of the houses had
collapsed under the pressure of the crowd. And thus it was, I concluded,
that they had built their houses in one long line, making the streets on either
side infinitely wide. While they hadn’t completely solved the problem of
crowding quite yet, at least no more lives were lost. To be sure, crowding
ten miles out and back in the course of a short trip took you out of your way
a bit, but it didn’t place you in any mortal danger. Therefore we can cite this
new and less dangerous arrangement as another piece of testimony to the
humane spirit of the Cat People.

Furthermore, crowding along in this manner wasn’t all that unpleasant.
Besides, when people crowded you off your feet and carried you along in
the press, you were, in effect, getting free transportation. In all honesty, I
must admit that this explanation is merely my own hypothesis and I dare
not vouch for its correctness. To make a solid case for my theory, I’d have
to go back and see whether or not I could, in fact, find traces of the old
streets that I assume were there previously.

If it were simply a matter of crowding, it wouldn’t have been all that
unusual. But I discovered that the tide didn’t merely roll to the left and
right, but even had its risings and fallings! As I was watching the Cat City
crowd, a pebble on the road caught someone’s eye and an entire group of
Cat People suddenly squatted down to examine it, thus occasioning an eddy
on the surface of the tide. It was as though, come hell or high water, they
just had to see that pebble. Soon they changed from a squatting position to a
sitting one, and all around them more and more people began to squat,



making the eddy grow larger and larger. Those in back, of course, could not
see the stone, and, as they pushed forward, those who had been seated were
crowded to their feet again. The more people crowded, the higher up those
who’d been sitting in front were pushed, until they were finally on top of
their neighbours’ heads. Suddenly everyone forgot the pebble, stood up and
threw their heads back to watch those who now rested on their neighbours’
heads, thus filling the eddy up again.

As though decreed by fate, two old friends happened to meet at the edge
of the eddy that had just filled in. They immediately sat down for a chat and
those around them also sat down to listen in on the conversation. This, of
course, occasioned another eddy. Then the bystanders who were listening in
began chipping in with their opinions and before long, a brawl ensued,
causing the eddy to expand suddenly. As the fighting continued, the eddy
kept getting larger and larger until it reached the edge of another eddy that
had formed when two old men decided to play a game of chess on the
street. Now the two eddies became one, and as more and more people began
to watch the chess game, the brawl died out. But before the bystanders had
a chance to start chipping in, the chess-game-eddy was possessed of a
fleeting stability.

This cat-tide was interesting enough itself, but the best was yet to come.
A large crack suddenly appeared in the tide that reminded one of the parting
of the Red Sea when the Israelites crossed it. Had it not been for a similar
miracle, I can’t possibly imagine how Scorpion’s reverie leaf formation
could have got through the tide intact, since its destination — Scorpion’s
home — was smack dab in the centre of Cat City.

Backtracking a bit, let me explain how it was that this miracle came
about. One would have expected that as Scorpion’s formation neared the
city, they would have devised some way of skirting the edges of that sea of
cats while they jockeyed for a position from which they might work their
way to his home. But no! With seven of them bearing Scorpion on their
heads, they plunged headlong into the cat-surf! Then music was struck up.
At first I thought it was a signal for the pedestrians to clear a right of way.
But as soon as they heard the music, rather than shrinking back, the people



all began crowding over in the direction of the reverie leaf formation until
they were packed as tight as sardines in a can. I thought it would be a
miracle if Scorpion’s men ever made it through.

But Scorpion was much more capable than I had imagined. Bump-ba
dump-dump-dump, bump-ba dump-dump-dump — lively as a roll of drums in
a Chinese military opera, the clubs of the soldiers came down on the heads
of the Cat People and a crack began to appear in the cat-tide. Thus Scorpion
made his own Red Sea miracle. Strange to say, the people’s eagerness to see
what was going on was not abated one whit by the clubs, although they did
fall back to open up a path as they kept smiling at the formation. The clubs,
however, didn’t stop merely because of this friendly reception, but
continued with a bump-ba dump-dump-dump. By dint of careful
observation, I was able to make out a difference between the city cats and
the country cats: the city cats had a bald spot where a part of the skull had
been replaced by a steel plate at the centre of the head, which also doubled
as a drum — clear evidence they had long experience of having their heads
drummed by soldiers while watching exciting public spectacles, for
experience is never the product of a single, fortuitous occurrence.

Originally, I’d thought the soldiers were beating heads as they walked
along merely to open up a path; but it turned out that this drum playing also
served another purpose. You see, the victims of all this drum playing were
not exactly angels themselves. None of those who were hindmost were
willing to stay at the back, and would push, kick, crowd and even bite in
order to make their way in the world and become foremost. Those who
were already foremost, on the other hand, kicked back with their heels,
poked back with their elbows and leaned back hard in order to keep the
hindmost in their proper place. Now the soldiers didn’t beat those who were
in the front rows exclusively; they also reached out with their clubs and
played a bump-ba dump-dump-dump on the cat-heads in back. Thus all the
heads hurt and this made them forget somewhat the pain they were causing
each other. And so the soldiers’ drumming served to reduce the hostility the
spectators felt for each other. One may call this method ‘treating pain with
pain.’



I was completely wrapped up in watching them. To tell the truth, they
exerted a compelling, though melancholy, attraction over me. It seemed that
I just had to watch them. I was so taken up with observing them that I didn’t
pay attention to what the row of houses in the centre of the square was like.
I already knew that whatever they were like, they certainly couldn’t be
beautiful, for a foul stench continuously emanated from them. Now it may
be possible for beauty to exist in the midst of filth, but I for one don’t think
so. I can’t conceive, for instance, of a Taj Mahal resplendent beneath a coat
of black mud and foul water. The people on the street didn’t do much to
improve things either. Whenever I approached them, they immediately cried
out and shrank back as far as the throng would allow; but then they would
quickly rush back towards me again, a clear indication that the fear and
respect that city dwellers felt for foreigners was not quite as intense as that
of the country folk. Having dissipated their fear and surprise by crying out,
the city dwellers then felt brave enough to come up to me and give me the
once-over. If I’d stood still on the road, I would certainly never have been
able to move again, for they’d have surrounded me so closely that you
wouldn’t have been able to get a drop of water between us.

Ten thousand fingers kept pointing at me. The Cat People are very
straightforward: if they see anything fresh and new, they simply point it
right out with their fingers. Still unable to completely rid myself of the
vanity of a human being from Earth, I was most uncomfortable. I longed to
take wing and fly away to some quiet, peaceful spot where I might sit and
rest for a while. My courage was gone and I simply didn’t dare to raise my
head. Although I am not a poet, I still possess a certain degree of the poet’s
sensitivity, and it seemed that these fingers and eyes were about to watch
me away or point me away like a melting piece of ice. They made me feel
like a thing, with no personality left. But there are two sides to everything,
and my not daring to raise my head also had its advantages. The road was
uneven, covered with potholes and strewn with stinking lumps of mud. If I
were to walk with my head up, I would make the lower half of my body as
dirty as a pig. In spite of their very long history, it seemed that the Cat
People had never once repaired their roads.



Fortunately, I finally arrived at Scorpion’s house. It was only at this point
that I had understood that the houses in Cat City were not much better than
that little hole I’d lived in in the reverie forest.
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WE FOREIGNERS HAD BETTER STICK
TOGETHER

SCORPION’S RESIDENCE was right in the middle of town, with high walls on
all four sides, and no windows or doors. The sun was already about to set
and the crowd on the street was gradually thinning out, so I could see
clearly now that the houses both to my right and left were all four-sided
affairs without windows or doors.

Several cat-heads appeared above the walls, but after a few shouts from
Scorpion, they all disappeared again. Then after a bit, they came up again
and lowered down several thick ropes with which they hoisted the reverie
leaves over the wall, one bundle at a time. It turned dark and not a single
person was left on the streets. Once the majority of bales had been hauled
in, the soldiers became impatient and were obviously nervous. I surmised
that, despite their excellent vision in the dark, the Cat People didn’t like
working at night.

Treating me with the utmost courtesy once again, Scorpion asked if I
would be willing to stay outside all night and guard the bales of reverie
leaves that hadn’t yet been hauled inside. He explained that the soldiers
would have to return since it was very late already.

It occurred to me that if only I had a flashlight, this would be an excellent
opportunity to take a night tour of Cat City all by myself. Unfortunately,
both my flashlights were still in the spacecraft; moreover, both had no
doubt been smashed in the crash. Even though I had originally looked
forward to staying with Scorpion so I might see the inside of his house, I



agreed. Judging from the experience I had gained through living in the
reverie forest, sleeping inside wouldn’t necessarily be any more
comfortable than sleeping in the open air. Scorpion, pleased with my assent,
dismissed the soldiers and pulled himself back over the wall on one of the
big ropes.

I was left alone. A gentle breeze was blowing and the stars were twice as
bright as usual. There was a strong hint of autumn in the air and I felt in
good spirits. Unfortunately, there was a foul-smelling ditch outside the
house that prevented me from tranquilly enjoying the hush of evening. I
tore open one of the bales and ate a few of the leaves, partially in order to
dispel my hunger and partially in order to withstand the foul air.

I started wandering around and unconsciously began to think about a
number of questions. Why was it that the Cat People were so raucously
conspicuous during the day yet so quietly hidden away at night? Was it a
sign that the society was not secure? So many people all skulking into this
single row of houses with no ventilation, no light, nothing but flies, foul air,
and filth — was that living? Why were there no windows or doors? Why of
course! It must be that they were afraid of thieves! They had tossed hygiene
to the wind for the sake of security; and yet such filth would breed diseases
that would plunder their very lives from within. Once more I saw the giant
finger of destruction pointed down at Cat City, and I trembled a bit.

A contagious disease like cholera or scarlet fever could sweep this entire
city clean of all traces of life within a single week! The more I looked at the
city, the uglier it was to me: a large ugly shadow under starlight that issued
not the slightest sound, but only gave off a foul stench.

I took several bales of reverie leaves and spread them out on a spot far
removed from the stinking ditch. I lay down on top of them and watched the
stars. It wasn’t an uncomfortable bed, yet I felt a bit lonely and even began
to envy the Cat People a bit. Filth, stench and no ventilation, but at least old
and young, they lived together as a family. And me? Alone on Mars with
only the stars for company! Worse yet, I had to guard the reverie leaves for
Scorpion. It was really quite amusing in a bittersweet way.



I was slowly dozing off, but two contradictory thoughts within my mind
seemed to prevent me from crossing the threshold to dreamland. On one
hand, I felt that I ought to faithfully guard the reverie leaves for Scorpion;
but on the other hand, why should I care about his damned leaves? Just as I
was at this half-awake, half-asleep juncture, someone patted me on the
shoulder. I immediately sat up, thinking that I was perhaps dreaming. I
rubbed my eyes. There were two Cat People standing in front of me. (When
you run into someone in a place where you definitely knew there was no
one to begin with, you automatically think of ghosts. It seems that primitive
superstitions can still catch us civilised people off guard and give us a good
fright.)

Although I hadn’t looked at them carefully, I was already certain that
they were not ordinary Cat People, for they’d had the nerve to slap me on
the shoulder. I hadn’t thought of going for my gun either; for the moment I
seemed to forget that I was on Mars. ‘Please sit down.” I don’t know what
prompted me to say this. Perhaps like other oft-used, polite phrases, it just
came automatically.

The two Cat People sat down without the slightest reserve. Now that
really made me feel good, for during my many days in Cat Country, no one
had ever before freely and openly accepted my greeting.

‘I am a foreigner too,’ said the thinner of the two. It was apparent they
had not rehearsed what they were going to say before coming, for they
listened respectfully to each other. They were not at all like Scorpion in
conversation, who monopolised things without giving anyone a chance to
get a word in.

‘I’ve come from Earth,’ I said.

‘Oh!” With one voice they expressed their astonishment. “We’ve wanted
to get into contact with another planet for a long time, but have never been
able to before. We are really quite honoured to meet a man from Earth.’
They stood up together as if to demonstrate their deference. I felt that I had
entered ‘human’ society once again, but I felt strangely uncomfortable for
precisely that reason; I said nothing polite in return.



They sat down again and asked quite a few questions about Earth. I really
liked these two. Their speech was clear, simple and not overloaded with
polite phrases, and yet in everything they said they still managed to express
that kind of mutual respect that exists between friends. ‘Just right’ is the
best phrase I can think of to describe it. If speech that is ‘just right’ is the
result of a clear thought process, then in intelligence these two were
infinitely superior to Scorpion.

Their country — Light Country — was, they told me, seven days’ journey
from here. Their occupation was the same as mine, safeguarding the reverie
leaves for the landlords. After I had asked them quite a bit about Light
Country, they got down to business.

‘Mr Earth,” (what a respectful form of address!) the fat one said, ‘we
have two purposes in coming to you: in the first place, we’d like to invite
you to live with us; and in the second place, we’d like to make off with
these reverie leaves.’

That second purpose really startled me!

‘Explain our second purpose to Mr Earth,” said the fat one to the thin
one, ‘he still doesn’t seem to understand what we mean.’

‘Mr Earth,’ the thin one said with a smile, ‘I’'m afraid that we really gave
you quite a start, didn’t we? Put your mind at ease. We’ve certainly not
come to use force. We’ve just come to talk things over. Now, to be sure,
Scorpion’s reverie leaves are in your safekeeping, but if you loyally guard
them for him, he won’t be especially grateful to you; and if you confiscate
them, he won’t especially hate you either. You have to realise that the Cat
People have an entirely different way of looking at things than we do.’

But you’re both Cat People too, I thought to myself.

He seemed to have guessed what I was thinking and smiled again, ‘That’s
right, our ancestors were all cats, just like —’

‘My ancestors were apes.’ I smiled too.

‘Why yes, then we are all animals. We are all capable of coming up with
evil ideas because our ancestors were not very honourable to begin with.’
He looked me up and down and was probably acknowledging to himself
that I really did resemble an ape. Then he said, ‘Let’s get back to this



business of Scorpion. If you faithfully guard his leaves for him, he won’t be
at all grateful to you. On the other hand, if you seize half of the reverie
leaves, then he can spread it around that he has been robbed and that will
give him a good excuse to jack up the price on what’s left. A rich man will
have been robbed and the poor will pay for it; no matter how you look at it,
Scorpion won’t take a beating.’

‘But that’s Scorpion’s business, not mine. As long as I have accepted his
commission to guard the leaves, I ought not to take advantage of him.’

“You’re perfectly right, of course, Mr Earth. In our country we see things
exactly the same way you do. But it doesn’t seem fair that we should be
forced to be honest here in Cat Country while the Cat People themselves are
free to engage in hanky-panky. To tell the truth, it’s a disgrace to Mars that
a country like this should still exist. We’re so ashamed of it that we don’t
even bother to treat cat-men as men at all.’

‘For that very reason, we ought to be all the more honest and upright.
Even if they aren’t men, we must still act as men ourselves.’ I said this very
decisively.

The fat one picked up the conversation. ‘That’s right, Mr Earth. We
certainly don’t want to make you act against your conscience. Our intention
in coming here was simply to warn you not to let the Cat People take
advantage of you. We foreigners have to look out for each other.’

‘Excuse me,’ I asked, ‘but is Cat Country’s present poverty and weakness
due to the fact that a number of foreign countries have ganged up on her?’

“Well, that’s part of it. But here on Mars, the mere lack of military power
is, in itself, not enough to cause a nation to lose its position vis-a-vis other
states. That only happens when the people lose their individual integrity and
the country gradually loses its national integrity, for no one wants to
cooperate with a country that has lost its integrity. One must admit that, on
occasion, the other countries have dealt unreasonably with Cat Country.
And yet, who would want to damage the amity that exists between equal
powers just for the sake of sticking up for a state that has no national
integrity to begin with? There are a number of other poor and weak
countries on Mars, but they haven’t lost their international prestige merely



because of poverty and weakness. Besides, there are many reasons for the
weakness of a state. To be sure, natural calamities and poor topography are
enough to make a country weak and poor, and that kind of weakness and
poverty can move others to sympathy. But lack of integrity is brought about
by the people themselves, and this kind of self-inflicted debility is incapable
of inspiring any kind of sympathy. Let’s take Scorpion as an example. Now
you came from Earth as a guest, not a slave. But did he ever invite you to
go to his home to relax for a bit? Did he ever ask if you were hungry? No.
He only asks you to guard his reverie leaves. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not
trying to stir you up in order to get you to steal from him; I’'m simply
explaining to you why it is that we foreigners disdain the Cat People. Now
let’s get back to the first question.” The fat one took a breath and let the thin
one pick up where he had left off.

‘If tomorrow, Mr Earth, you demand to live in Scorpion’s home, he’ll
certainly refuse you. Why? Well, you’ll find that out for yourself later on.
But at any rate, you have to have a place to live and that’s partially our
purpose in coming to you. Now, the foreigners here live in a separate place
to the west of Cat City. Regardless of nationality, all of the foreigners live
there in something like a big, happy family. The two of us are presently
taking our turn of duty on the welcoming committee of the foreign enclave.
It’s our job to welcome people who already know of our enclave and to
notify those who don’t. We have people circulate around Cat City every day
in order to report new arrivals. Why have we organised such a community?
Because the filthy habits of the natives here are past all rectification: their
food is little different from poison and their doctors — well, they really don’t
have any. There are other reasons too that I won’t spell out for you right
now. At any rate, our purpose in coming here proceeds entirely from
concern over your welfare. I think that you can probably believe that, Mr
Earth.’

I did have faith in their honesty. I also guessed a few of the reasons they
hadn’t explained. But since I had come to Cat City, I was determined to see
it firsthand. Perhaps it would be more beneficial to me if I saw another
country first. (I could tell on the basis of these two men that Light Country



was undoubtedly much more civilised than Cat Country.) However, it is not
often that one has the opportunity to observe the extinction of an entire
civilisation. It wasn’t at all the case that I was observing Cat Country’s
history with the same attitude that I might watch a tragedy on the stage; it
was rather that I really hoped I might be of some help to the Cat People. I
can’t say that I felt any sympathy for Scorpion, but then Scorpion couldn’t
be taken as representative of all Cat Country. Nor did I suspect these two
foreigners of lying, but I simply had to see for myself.

They guessed what I was thinking and the fat one said, ‘You don’t have
to decide right away. We will welcome you whenever you decide to come.
To get to the enclave, you go straight west from here. It is best to go at night
when it is not so crowded. When you get outside the city, keep right on
going and before long, you’ll come to it. Goodbye, Mr Earth.’

They didn’t seem the slightest bit put out by me. They were simply open
and honest people who could well understand my position. I was really
quite grateful to them.

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘I’ll certainly visit your place in the future, but first I
want to see the people here.’

‘Be careful what you eat! Goodbye,’ they said in unison.

No, I simply couldn’t give up on the Cat People and go to live in the
foreign enclave. It certainly wasn’t the case that the Cat People couldn’t be
trained for better things. Consider how tractable they were. They kept right
on smiling even when the soldiers were using their heads as drums, and
then when it turned dark, they went right to sleep without a peep. Could one
seriously think such a people would be difficult to manage? I was sure that
if they only had a good leader, they would be the most peaceful and law-
abiding citizens of the universe.

I couldn’t get to sleep. A number of lively and colourful scenes appeared
before my eyes: the reconstruction of Cat City into a place that would
resemble a flower park . . . music . . . sculpture . . . learning . . . flowers . . .
birds . . . order. .. cleanliness . . . beauty . ..
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THREE GENERATIONS

AFTER scORPION had moved all of the reverie leaves inside, he didn’t even
so much as thank me for my help. Where I lived, he told me, was certainly
none of his business, but I simply couldn’t live in his home for a thousand
and one reasons that made it simply out of the question. Finally he said,
‘Besides, you’d lose status if you stayed with us! You’re a foreigner. Why
don’t you live in the foreign settlement?’ He had stated straight out what the
two Light Country people had been too polite to say — what shameless
candour!

Rather than taking offence, I explained to him in great detail my reasons
for wanting to live in Cat City. I even went so far as to hint to him that,
even if it wasn’t convenient to have me live at his place, I'd still like to see
what his home was like. Then afterwards I would go and look for another
place by myself. But he wouldn’t even let me have so much as a peek at his
place. His refusal was, of course, anticipated. In the several months I had
spent in the reverie forest, I had never been able to find out where he lived.
Perhaps he was afraid I might make off with his leaves. I told him that if I
really intended to abscond with his crop, I would have made my move last
night. What would I have to gain by waiting until he had the leaves all
stored away and then taking the extra trouble of stealing them back again?
He shook his head: there were women in his home who could not, of
course, receive male guests. That was a very powerful reason. But I
wouldn’t do his women any harm by just looking at them — but ‘just
looking’ of course wasn’t what Scorpion had in mind.



An old cat-head appeared on top of the wall: a head of white hair and a
pursed-up pig’s mouth that looked like a quince dried in the wind. The old
cat began shouting, ‘We don’t want any foreigners! We don’t want any
foreigners! No, no, no!” This must be Scorpion’s father.

I didn’t lose my temper; on the contrary, I began to admire this old cat
with the dried-quince mouth, for he was not only unafraid of foreigners, but
even dared to look down on them. Perhaps his disdain proceeded from
ignorance, but no matter how you looked at it, there was something more to
be said for his attitude than that of his son.

A young cat-man called me to one side, and Scorpion took advantage of
the diversion to crawl back up the wall. A young Cat Person! I had been
hoping to meet one. When it turned out to be Scorpion’s son, I was doubly
delighted. I had now seen three generations. Although the quince-mouthed
old man and Scorpion were still active and enjoyed great power, they were,
after all, people who had seen their day. If I wanted to ascertain whether or
not there was any hope of curing the Cat People’s disease, then I’d have to
take their pulse through their young people.

“You’ve come from a distant place?’ Young Scorpion — actually, he had
another name, but I called him this for the sake of convenience — asked me.

“Very, very far! Tell me is that old man your grandfather?’

“Yes. Grandfather thinks that all of our troubles were brought in by the
foreigners and that’s why he hates them so!’

‘Does he eat reverie leaves too?’

“Yes. He thinks that since reverie leaves were brought in from abroad in
the first place, he disgraces the foreigners by eating them so that the wrong
is not on his part, but theirs.’

A crowd started to gather around us. They all popped wide their eyes and
let their mouths hang open as they watched me the way one would study a
freak.

‘Couldn’t we find some quieter place where we might chat?’

“They’ll follow us wherever we go, so we might as well talk right here.
They’re not interested in hearing what we say, anyway. They just want to
see how you open your mouth and blink your eyes.’



I found young Scorpion’s candour delightful.

‘Fine,” I couldn’t very well insist on the point, ‘and your father?’

‘He’s a “new” man. At least he was a new man twenty years ago. Back
then, he was opposed to eating reverie leaves, but now he has inherited
grandfather’s reverie forest. Twenty years ago he came out for women’s
rights, but now he won’t even let you inside the house because he doesn’t
want to expose his women to you. Grandfather often says that I’ll be the
same way later. He says that young people like new things and are curious
about everything, but when they arrive at middle age, they begin to look
back fondly to the bequeathed patterns of their ancestors. You see,
grandfather is totally ignorant of foreign things, and therefore he takes the
rules handed down to us by our ancestors as the ultimate norms for getting
along in the world. My father, on the other hand, knows something about
foreign things. When he was young, he even wanted to copy everything
from the foreigners. Now he merely uses what little he knows of foreign
things as a tool for maintaining his own advantage. He uses foreign
methods where he feels they are practically applicable and, in that regard,
he is not so stiff-necked as grandfather, but when it comes to the overall
purpose of life, their views are no different.’

I closed my eyes. In the light of his speech I could see the outlines of a
painting of social change. Outside the edges of the painting there were
perhaps a few rosy clouds, but inside the frame there was nothing but a
sombre mist that was getting darker all the time. Whether or not that
sombre mist would be able to combine with those rosy clouds and thus
brighten things up a bit would depend entirely on whether or not Young
Scorpion could throw a bit of strong light on the canvas. I expected much of
Young Scorpion, although I really didn’t know as yet what kind of person
he was.

‘Do you eat reverie leaves, too?’ I suddenly asked. It was as though I had
seized upon reverie leaves as the source of all evil, though I can’t tell
exactly why I felt that way.

‘I eat them too,” Young Scorpion answered.



The painting in my mind’s eye now turned entirely black; there was not
so much as a pinpoint of light in it any more.

‘But why?’ I forgot about being polite. ‘Excuse my directness.’

‘If I didn’t eat them, I wouldn’t be able to take it!’

“You mean by eating them you can at least muddle through?’

Young Scorpion was silent for quite a while.

‘Muddle through? Yes, that’s it! I’ve been abroad and I have some notion
of what the world’s about, but living in the midst of a people that doesn’t
even think about solving its problems, I just muddle through. If I didn’t
muddle my way through, how would I live?’ Young Scorpion smiled a
smile that wasn’t a smile.

‘And individual initiative?’

‘Useless! Against a mass of people who are so docile, stupid, pitiful,
poor, easily satisfied and even happy; against so many soldiers who only
know how to wield clubs, steal reverie leaves and rape women; against
politicians who are intelligent, selfish, shortsighted and shameless, who
always have plans for themselves but are not interested in society — against
all this you’d pose something as fragile as individual initiative? A brave
gesture, indeed! But no matter how you look at it, your own scalp is more
worth looking after than someone else’s.’

‘Do most young people think this way?’ I asked.

‘What’s that? Young people? In Cat Country we don’t have any young
people! We only have different age groupings. If you want to count those
who aren’t too advanced in years as young, then we do have young people —
young people who become old —’ He was damning some group or other,
but I didn’t get the word that came after ‘old’.

‘Some of the “young” people among us are even more antique in their
thinking than my grandfather, and some of them are even more narrow-
minded than my father, and some —’

“You can’t overlook the impact of an unfavourable environment,” I
interrupted. “We ought not to be too hard on them.’

‘A poor environment can exert a bad influence, but from another point of
view, it can also serve to awaken people. There always ought to be a little



hell in all youth, but our young people are born half-dead. As long as they
don’t see an opportunity to get a little something for nothing, they’re not so
bad. But if they spot something that will afford them an advantage, then
anything goes. Ordinarily they are critical of everything they see, but if it’s
a case of something that can bring them personal profit and gain, then they
forget all of their complaints and will approve anything.’

‘Excuse my saying so, but you are too pessimistic. You have become a
pessimist, possessed of a clear head, but lacking in courage. Because you
yourself are lacking in initiative, you judge all other people from that point
of view alone, and therefore you see everything as black and hopeless. But
perhaps that’s not actually the case. Perhaps if you looked at things from a
fresh point of view, this society would not look so fearfully black after all.’

‘Perhaps. I leave the task of observation to you. Since you’re from distant
parts, perhaps you’ll see things a bit more clearly than we do,” Young
Scorpion smiled faintly.

It seemed that the people around us had had their fill of seeing how I
used my mouth and blinked my eyes, for now they began looking at my
raggedy pants. There were still a number of questions that I wanted to ask
Young Scorpion but we were so crowded in that I had to almost gasp for air.
I asked Scorpion to help find me a place to live. He too exhorted me to go
to the foreign enclave, carefully framing his words in a philosophic manner.
‘I really wouldn’t like you to stay here and carry out that observation you
spoke of, for I’'m afraid that your enthusiasm and hopes would be
obliterated. But if you really insist on living here, I can help you find a
place. It’s a place that doesn’t have anything to recommend it except that
the people there don’t eat reverie leaves.’

‘If I can just find a place to live, I won’t worry about anything else. I’ll
be very grateful for your trouble!” I had made up my mind, once and for all,
not to live in the foreign enclave.
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A RAINSTORM

THE ORIGINAL landlord, who had been an ambassador, had been dead for
several years now. My landlady was the ambassador’s widow. Besides the
fact that she had, as the ambassador’s wife, lived abroad for a while, there
was something else quite distinctive about her: ‘“We don’t eat reverie
leaves!’ I think I heard her say that more than a hundred times a day. But it
didn’t matter who my landlady was; the important thing was I had attained
my goal of ‘climbing the walls’ of a cat-home. I was as proud as any Cat
Country kitten who had just learned how to crawl in and out of the house.
Now at last I would see how the quadrangular cat-homes were arranged on
the inside.

When I had climbed halfway up the wall, I began to feel a bit nervous. If
I were to say that the wall was shaking, I’d not be telling the truth; however,
it would certainly be no lie to say that earth kept falling off the wall at every
spot my hands or feet touched. I thought to myself that perhaps this cracker-
crisp wall had some other use that I was as yet unaware of. By the time I
got to the top, I couldn’t tell whether it was my head that was reeling or the
wall that was shaking.

Since the home had no roof to begin with, what did they do when it
rained? I couldn’t figure it out, and that made me all the more curious to
live there for a while.

Five feet or so down from the top of the wall on the inside of the house
there was a layer of boards; in the middle of this flooring was a large hole. I
first saw the ambassador’s wife when her head popped up through this hole
to greet me.



My landlady’s face was large and her eyes ferocious. This I could take.
What did shake me up was that her whole face was covered with heavy
white powder through which her fine grey hairs poked, making her look
like a thorny old frost-covered winter melon on which someone had hung a
pair of glasses.

‘If you have any baggage, put it down on the boards. That area up there is
all yours, but you’re not to come down here. We eat once at the crack of
dawn and once at sunset; don’t be late to meals. We don’t eat reverie leaves!
Let me have your rent.” It was apparent that the ambassador’s wife was an
old hand at conducting foreign affairs. I handed over the rent; I still had the
five hundred National Souls that Scorpion had given me stuffed away in my
pocket.

My situation was very simple. Since I myself was my only baggage, 1
had nothing to worry about so long as I had a place to live. My quarters?
Just a layer of boards with walls on all four sides. There was no need to
bother with tables and chairs, and as long as I didn’t lose my head and fall
through the hole in the floor, things would probably go along very
smoothly.

There must have been more than two inches of mud on top of the boards,
and the odour that it gave off was not something one would expect in the
home of an ambassador. All that sun and stinking mud was more than I
could take; I’d simply have to go out. I began to understand why the Cat
People lived on the streets during the day.

Before I had a chance to set out, the landlady came up through the hole,
accompanied by eight other women, all of whom also had melon-like faces.
All eight of them climbed straight over the wall without favouring me with
so much as a glance. The ambassador’s wife was the last one out; once
outside, she rested her chin on top of the wall and said, “We’re going out.
See you again this evening. You see what a miserable predicament I’m in!
Ever since the death of the ambassador, the responsibility for looking after
these eight vixens has been entirely on my shoulders. I’ve no money, no
man, and have to spend my days looking after these eight felinettes! And I
don’t even eat reverie leaves! My man was an ambassador, you know; and



so I’ve been abroad, and that’s why I don’t eat reverie leaves. And yet, from
morning till night, I have to look after these eight feline . . .’

I hoped that she would hurry up and follow them down, otherwise who
knew what those eight women might become on the tongue of the
ambassador’s wife. I guess she did have a sense of the appropriateness of
things after all, for suddenly she was gone.

I was confused again. What was going on here? Were they eight
daughters? Eight younger sisters of the late ambassador? Eight concubines?
Yes, that must be it — eight concubines! That was probably also the reason
that old Scorpion hadn’t wanted me to enter his home. There would be no
fresh air at all down there under the boards. To think of a cat-man down
there with eight ‘felinettes’ — to borrow a word from the diplomatic
vocabulary of the ambassador’s wife — how stinking, dissolute, obscene,
ugly! I began to regret having come here, for what was to be gained by
observing this excuse for a house? However, since I’d already paid my rent,
I was determined to find some way of taking a look around down there, no
matter how repulsive it might be.

Since they were all out, why not go down right now and have a look? But
the ambassador’s wife had specifically enjoined me not to go down, and to
do so behind her back wouldn’t seem very honourable. Just as I was
debating the morality of the question, my landlady’s head appeared over the
wall again.

“You hurry up and go out too. It would be very unseemly for you to stay
here and peek about down below!’

I immediately climbed down to the street. Whom would I visit? I decided
that Young Scorpion was the only one with whom I could get along, even
though he was pessimistic. But where would I find him? He wouldn’t be at
home, of course; and trying to find him on the street would probably be as
hopeless as looking for a needle in the ocean. Moving crosswise, I pushed
my way out of the throng, and surveyed the street from a safe distance. I
saw clearly now that the centre of the city was taken up by government
buildings and the residences of the nobility. These buildings were much
taller than those on either side, and the farther you went from the centre, the



lower and more dilapidated the buildings became. I concluded that the outer
ones must be small shops and the dwellings of the poor. And that’s all there
was to Cat City.

At this juncture, ten or so women emerged from the throng. I could tell
they were women even at this distance because of their powdered white
faces. They were coming towards me. I felt just a trifle uneasy, for from the
impression that my landlady and Scorpion had given me, I had concluded
that the local women were exceedingly submissive, upright, and moral. And
if that were true, then ten or more women gadding about the street together
couldn’t possibly be entirely respectable. Since I was a newcomer here, I’d
have to keep an eye on my reputation. As I reached this point in my
thoughts, I turned to run the other way. ‘Are you beginning your research?’
It was Young Scorpion’s voice.

I turned back and took a second look. Young Scorpion was enfolded in
the midst of the women. There was no point in running now. In less time
than it takes to tell, I too was there in the middle of the group with Young
Scorpion, fleshed in from all sides by cat-women!

‘Why don’t you try one?’ asked Young Scorpion with a smile. He turned
his gaze on the women. “This is Blossom; this is Revery (she’s even more
intoxicating than the reverie leaves); this is Star . . .” He introduced all of
them to me, but I can’t recall all of their names any more.

Revery came closer to me and winked. A cold shiver ran down my spine.
I simply didn’t know what to do. What line was this bunch of women in? I
didn’t know. If they were all whores, then as a newcomer I’d have to watch
my reputation; but if they were respectable ladies, then I’d have to watch
what I said so as not to offend them.

To tell the truth, though I am not a misogynist, I have never felt too well-
disposed towards women in the first place. Somehow or other I’ve always
seen their penchant for make-up as an indication of dishonesty. I have, of
course, encountered women who don’t powder or rouge, but they haven’t
necessarily proved any more honest than those who do. This feeling has not
at all diminished in me the respect that one ought to show to the opposite
sex. In sum, my attitude, with regard to women, is that of Confucius with



regard to ghosts and spirits: respect them, but keep them at a distance. But
what was the proper way of respecting this bevy of cat-women?

Young Scorpion seemed to be conscious of my predicament. He pushed
them away in a teasing, playful manner and said, ‘Now that two
philosophers have run into each other, there’s no longer any need for you.’
In a flurry of giggles, the women tactfully disappeared into the crowd again.
I was still stunned.

‘Most of the traditionalists take concubines; most of the modernists take
wives. As a man who despises both the old and new, I neither marry nor
take concubines, but simply play around with them. I muddle through. As
with everything else, I just muddle through. What’s the point in taking them
too seriously?’

“The women who were here just now seemed to be . . .” I really didn’t
know what to say.

‘Oh, them. Seemed to be . ..” Young Scorpion picked up the words that I
had left dangling, ‘seemed to be women. Women are all the same. The way
one treats them varies with a man’s way of thinking: you can treat them
roughly, spoil them, respect them, worship them, or just take care of them.
But no matter how you treat them, they themselves will never change. My
great-grandmother used make-up; my grandmother used make-up; my
mother used make-up; and my younger sister uses it too. All of our present-
day women use make-up, and their granddaughters will continue to use it.
Whether you lock them in a room or turn them loose on the street, they’ll
still powder their faces.’

“You’re being pessimistic again,’ I said.

‘It’s not pessimism. In saying this, I’m actually complimenting and
exalting women. A man spends his whole day making a pompous fuss over
nothing; he’s a hopeless case. Sometimes he’s a saint, sometimes a sinner.
But a woman, and a woman alone, remains constant from start to finish.
From beginning to end, she’s a woman, and from cradle to grave she never
gives up trying.

Somehow or other she always feels that there is something wrong with
the face she was born with, and invariably tries to improve it with make-up



of one kind or another. But even if a man did happen to feel that his face
would be improved by a touch of powder, his scrupulous sense of honesty
and purity would keep him from resorting to such camouflage. With his
sparkling reputation still intact, he’d go off with his unimproved face and
find something else to raise hell about.’

His bantering tone put me into a reflective mood. Obviously pleased with
himself, Young Scorpion continued, ‘“The ones that were just here are all so-
called “new women”. They are the enemies of my father and the
ambassador’s wife. You see, my father hates them for being a new breed.
For instance, if they were his daughters, they wouldn’t sit about and allow
him to sell them as though they were so many reverie leaves. No, they’re a
new breed, and he knows it. And if they were his concubines, they wouldn’t
passively allow him to lock them up in a room without putting up one hell
of a fight. They’re a new breed, and he hates them for it. However, this is
not to say that they are stronger or abler than my mother or the wife of the
ambassador; it’s just that they are better at being women — feminine,
helpless, thoughtless and intractably stubborn. One must admit, however,
that they have made improvements in the art of make-up, and they are very
lovable. Even a person like myself who doesn’t love anything is often
moved to muddle through with them.’

‘Have they all received a modern education?’

My question so tickled Young Scorpion that it was a long time before he
was able to recover himself.

‘Education? Oh, education, education, education!’ It seemed that Young
Scorpion had lost it a little. ‘In Cat Country, except for the schools, you’ll
find education everywhere. Grandfather’s cursing of people — education!
Father’s selling of reverie leaves — education! The ambassador’s wife
superintending eight walking-dead felinettes — education! The stinking
ditch downtown — education! Soldiers using the people’s heads as drums —
education! Powder being applied in thicker and thicker coats — education
for women! You’ll find “education” everywhere you look. Whenever I hear
the word, I have to eat an extra ten reverie leaves just to keep from
vomiting.’



‘Are there many schools here?’

“Yes. Haven’t you been over to that side of the street to see them yet?’

‘Not yet.’

“You ought to go and have a look. That side of the street is completely
taken up by cultural agencies.” He smiled again. ‘But please don’t ask
whether or not our cultural organisations have anything to do with culture.
At least we have the buildings.” He raised his head and looked at the sky.
‘Uh-oh, it’s going to rain.’

There were no heavy clouds in the sky at all, but there was a very cold
gust of wind from the east.

‘Hurry home!” Young Scorpion seemed very much afraid of the rain.
‘“We’ll meet here again when it clears up.’

It was as though the cat-tide had encountered an irresistible wind, for
now it was rolling back towards the houses like a tidal wave. And even
though I knew I'd still get wet back in the roofless house, I ran along with
them. It was really something to see the Cat People madly climbing the
walls of their homes. I’d seen a few obstacle-course races before, but I had
never before seen an entire city climbing walls!

Another gust of wind blew out of the east and the sky suddenly turned
black. A bolt of red lightning bracketed both ends of the row of houses and
formed a triangle. To the rumble of a clap of thunder, scattered rain drops as
big as eggs started coming down in the distance, making gentle splashing
sounds. In the midst of the grey clouds where the sky lowered over the land,
it began to get bright, and another giant bolt of lightning came down,
accompanied by a gust of cold wind. Now the rain hammered down from
the sky, and one could no longer distinguish the sound of individual drops.
The sky grew black and everything around me disappeared into a darkness
that was occasionally relieved by red splashes of lightning. Then high up in
that waterfall descending from the sky, an opening was rent as a tremendous
bolt of lightning leapt out of nowhere and momentarily cleaved the
blackness. It shuddered once or twice against the black sky and then, like a
startled snake, disappeared again into the forest of darkness, surrendering



the field once again to blackness. By the time I arrived back at the house, I
was thoroughly soaked.

Which home belonged to the ambassador’s wife? I couldn’t see clearly,
and moved back several paces to await the temporary brilliance of a
lightning flash. Then a huge one came, a blinding white flash; it was as
though the largest devil in heaven had suddenly opened his eyes and
quickly blinked several times. But it was so bright that I couldn’t see
against its glare. I began to panic and decided to worry about whose house
it was after I’d climbed in. By the time that I was halfway up, I could tell by
the feel of things that it was the right house — I recognised the way the walls
swayed.

There was a great flash of lightning and then, after a pause that seemed
centuries long, a peal of thunder that sounded as though the whole sky were
caving in. I was conscious that the wall and I were no longer upright. We
were leaning! I closed my eyes, and heard another peal of thunder. Where
was I going? Who knew?
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MADAM AMBASSADOR’S STORY

I was vaguely conscious of the sound of thunder moving off into the
distance, but I was still in such a foggy state that I couldn’t tell whether I
was really hearing a roll of thunder or was merely dreaming. I tried to open
my eyes, but couldn’t; it seemed as though every last bit of mud from the
walls of the landlady’s house was plastered across my face. ‘Yes,’ I decided,
‘that really is thunder and I am awake.’ I started to feel about with my right
hand, but discovered that I couldn’t move it; it was pinned under some
stones. I couldn’t even see my feet or legs and felt for all the world like a
rice plant that some farmer had stuck in the mud.

I finally got my right hand free and began to wipe the mud away from my
face. Madam Ambassador’s house had become a large mound of earth.
While struggling to free my legs, I screamed loudly for help. I wasn’t
thinking of myself, but of Madam Ambassador and the eight sexpots in her
care, for I was sure that they were buried beneath all the rubble. But no
matter how loudly I called, I couldn’t seem to rouse anyone. There were
still a few scattered raindrops in the sky. Remembering how deathly afraid
of rain the Cat People were, I realised that no one would come out until the
sky was perfectly clear.

I succeeded in extricating the half of me that was buried and began
tearing away like a mad dog at the mud pile, with no time to even worry
about whether or not I myself had suffered any injury. When the sky had
fully cleared, all the Cat People came out. I kept on digging as I called to
them for help. Quite a few came and stood off to one side, watching me. I
thought that perhaps they had misunderstood, and explained to them that I



didn’t want them to save me, but the nine women buried beneath the rubble.
After they understood my meaning, they all crowded forward for a better
look, but not one lifted a hand to help. I realised that exclusive reliance on
entreaty would be useless. I felt in my pocket. My National Souls were still
there. ‘Anyone who comes and helps me dig gets one National Soul!” They
stood, mouths agape, for a moment as though they didn’t believe me. I
hauled out two National Souls, which I waved in their faces. They came up
the mound like a swarm of bees. One would pick up a piece of stone and
depart with it; then another would pick up a piece of brick and make off
with that. I knew what they were up to, for taking advantage of every
opportunity for personal profit was a prevalent custom in Cat Country. ‘All
right! Go ahead and steal the bricks and stones! When you’ve stolen them
all away, the people buried underneath will be saved anyway!” And were
they ever fast! It reminded one of a colony of ants making away with the
separate grains of a pile of rice. When I heard the sound of a voice from
below, I was somewhat reassured. But then I became doubly nervous when
I realised that Madam Ambassador’s voice was the only one to be heard.
When the rubble had been entirely cleared, Madam Ambassador appeared
through the hole in the flooring. She was in a sitting position; the eight
vixens were strewn all around her. None of them were moving. I was going
to help her up, but just as my hand touched her shoulder she began
speaking.

‘Aiyah! Don’t touch me! I am Madam Ambassador! You’ve all stolen my
house away and I shall report it to the emperor unless you all act like honest
folk and return the bricks and things back immediately!” Her eyes were still
stuck together with mud so she couldn’t possibly have seen anything, but
being familiar with the habits of the Cat People, she’d taken it for granted
they had already made away with the wreckage of her collapsed house.

All around me the Cat People were still gracefully scampering about in
search of more booty. Since the bricks had already been moved away, they
now had to content themselves with scooping up the dirt. I was struck by
the way that economic oppression can cause people to feel that it’s at least
better to go home with a double-handful of mud than nothing.



Madam Ambassador clawed the mud away from her face. Her cheeks
had been torn in two places and a mighty lump had risen on her forehead.
Fire seemed to be shooting out of both eyes. She struggled to her feet and
stumbled towards one of the Cat People. I don’t know how her aim could
have been so accurate, but at any rate, she had the poor unfortunate’s ear
clamped between her teeth in less time than it takes to tell. She snarled
fiercely out of the sides of her mouth as she chewed on the ear, just like a
cat that has caught a rat. The cat-man being bitten began to howl and
belabour Madam Ambassador’s belly for all he was worth. After they had
been at it tooth and nail for a while, Madam Ambassador noticed the other
women strewn about and relaxed her jaws in surprise just enough to allow
the unfortunate cat-man to shoot away like an arrow. The people standing
about gasped and moved back from Madam Ambassador so as not to crowd
her. She clasped one of the dead strumpets and began to wail.

I melted. So she wasn’t a heartless wretch, after all! I was tempted to go
over and comfort her, but was afraid that in her present frenzied state she
might well latch on to one of my ears. After she had cried for quite a time,
she looked at me again.

‘It’s all your fault! You pulled my house down with all your climbing!
You won’t get away with it, nor will those rascals who made off with my
house! I’'m going to see the emperor and have you all killed!’

‘I have no intention of running away,’ I said slowly. ‘I shall simply stay
here and do all that I can to help you.’

‘Since you’re a foreigner, I guess I can trust you. But as for that bunch of
cat-rabble there, I’ll see to it that the emperor dispatches soldiers to search
all their homes, house by house. Wherever a single piece of brick is found,
that person will be executed. After all, I am the ambassador’s wife!’ Angry
spittle flew a long way out of her mouth and finally, with a retching sound,
she spat out a mouthful of blood.

I didn’t know whether she really had all the prestige that she laid claim
to, but at any rate, I began to calm her down for fear that she would go
completely out of her head. I asked, ‘Now what do you want done with
these eight ladies?’



‘What have these eight dead sexpots got to do with you? I’m only
worried about the living. I can’t be bothered about the dead. Do you have
some way of disposing of them?’

That stumped me. Since I’d never conducted a funeral in Cat Country, I
didn’t have the foggiest notion of what to do with the bodies. Madam
Ambassador’s eyes grew more and more menacing; a watery glow shone
out from the pupils, but it wasn’t wet enough to dampen in the least that
wildfire of madness that emanated from the same source. It seemed as
though all her tears had been dried in the foundry of those blazing eyes.
Even the whites of her eyes seemed to cast a magnetic sheen.

‘Let me talk it over with you!” She cried out. ‘There’s no one to whom I
can turn. I’ve no money and no man. And I don’t even eat reverie leaves!
The wife of an ambassador! Let me tell you about it!”’

I could see that she was out of her head, for she seemed to have forgotten
all about the burial business she had just brought up, and simply wanted to
cry on my shoulder.

“This,” she grabbed one of the dead women by the scalp, ‘this dead
sexpot was brought in by the ambassador when she was only ten. Only ten!
Even before her bones and tendons were fully matured, she was dedicated
to the ambassador’s pleasure. For over a month she was all right as long as
it didn’t get dark. But once it got dark, she — this dead little bitch — she’d
wail and wail; call for her father and mother; grab my hand and hold on for
dear life; call me mother; call me kind benefactor; and beg me not to leave
her. But I was a virtuous woman and couldn’t say anything that would make
it appear as though I were jealous of a mere ten-year-old. If the ambassador
wanted to take his pleasure with her, that was none of my business. After all
I was the first wife and had to maintain a proper wifely attitude.

‘But this poor little sexpot, whenever the ambassador went to her, she’d
scream to wake the dead and wail until she no longer even sounded cat-like.
When the ambassador was about to enter her, how she’d plead! How she’d
scream! “Madam Ambassador! My saviour! Save me!” But could I forbid
the ambassador his pleasure? It was none of my business. When it was all
over she’d just lie there completely inert. I wouldn’t know whether she was



pretending to be dead or had actually passed out. Nor did I really try to find
out. I’d just apply salves to her and get her something to eat. But do you
think this dead bitch was at all grateful to me? And you should have seen
what an imperious wench she became when she grew up. She became so
possessive that I thought she’d swallow the ambassador whole any minute.
Then when he bought a new concubine, she went about whimpering and
sobbing the livelong day, blaming me for not stopping him! But I had my
position to think of. I was an ambassador’s wife. And if the ambassador
didn’t buy a new sexpot every now and then, who would respect him? What
would become of our prestige? But this little bitch didn’t have enough
brains to understand that and actually blamed me for not stopping him!
Bitch! Stinking bitch! Goddamned hussy!” Madam Ambassador pushed the
corpse aside and grabbed hold of another.

“This little bag was a whore. She ate reverie leaves all day and tempted
the ambassador to eat them too. I knew that if he became addicted, the
government would never let him go abroad again. He’d be without a job!
Without position! You should have seen the trouble she caused. But what
was [ to do? I couldn’t prevent him from playing around with whores if he
wanted to, but I couldn’t sit idly by and watch him eat reverie leaves either,
for then we’d never be able to go abroad again. The problems I’ve had! You
can’t possibly imagine how difficult being an ambassador’s wife really is! I
had to watch that whore every minute of the day to see to it that she didn’t
take reverie leaves on the sly, and at night I had to be on my guard lest she
try to turn the ambassador against me. And then the dead little bitch
threatened to run away. She was constantly scheming up ways to escape. I
had to have eyes in the back of my head to make sure she didn’t fly the
coop! After all, if a concubine ran away, what face would we have left?’ It
seemed that the eyes of the ambassador’s wife were really shooting fire
now, as she grabbed the head of yet another of the dead ladies.

“This . . . thing! She’s the most despicable of them all! She’s a modern
sexpot. Before she had even come into the house, she tried to get the
ambassador to drive me and the concubines out so that she could be his
proper wife. Hah! How did she think she’d get away with that! And



anyway, it was she who had chased the ambassador because of his rank. All
the other sexpots were bought with money; this trollop wanted to be with
him of her own accord. Just think, the ambassador got into her pants
without spending a single penny! Think of how that cheapened the rest of
us!

‘But that wasn’t the worst of it. Once she’d come into the house, the
ambassador didn’t even dare speak to us! And if he went out, she’d go with
him! She’d even insist on being with him when he received guests. She was
so pompous that one would have thought she was the ambassador’s first
wife! Where did that leave me? It was perfectly proper, and even desirable,
that the ambassador should buy in a few more women, but there could only
be one Madam Ambassador. I had to punish her for her presumption. I
began tying her up, and sticking her up on the platform whenever it rained.
After she had been soaked three or four times, the little bitch couldn’t take
it any longer. She demanded that the ambassador send her back home. She
even had the nerve to say that the ambassador had deceived her. But how
could I let her go? Can you expect to get away with taking the position of
“Madam-Ambassador-In-Reserve”, having a battle with the ambassador
himself, and then just get up and leave when you feel like it? I, for one,
have never heard of such a thing! Did she hope to marry someone else?
Well, she wouldn’t get off that easily if I had anything to do with it. It’s
difficult, I tell you! Being Madam Ambassador is far from easy! I had to
watch her night and day. Then, fortunately, the ambassador came by a new
piece of baggage.” She turned around and picked out another of the bodies
on the ground.

‘Now this one was fairly close to me. She wanted to form a united front
with me in order to oppose that modern tramp. But women are all alike.
They get nervous when they don’t have a man around. If the ambassador
spent a night in the modern tramp’s bed, then this one would cry the whole
night. I set her straight. I said, “And you think that someone like you, who
can’t stand to be away from him for a moment, could be the ambassador’s
first wife? Why don’t you take time to observe what I — his real first wife —
am like! If you want to be an ambassador’s first wife, then you can’t



monopolise him. The ambassador, after all, is not some pedlar on the street
who has to be content with sleeping with one woman all of his life.”’

Madam Ambassador’s eyes were all red now. She lifted the head of one
of the dead women and bashed it on the ground several times. This was
followed by a laughing spell and then she looked at me. Instinctively, I
retreated a few steps.

‘While the ambassador was alive, they wouldn’t let me relax for a single
day. I’d have to keep my eyes on this one and be on guard against that one;
I’d have to chew one out and beat up another. They didn’t give me a
moment’s rest from morning til night. They spent all of the ambassador’s
money and drained him of all of his male vigour; and after all that, when
the ambassador died, he hadn’t left behind even one male child! It wasn’t
that he hadn’t had any — all eight of them had given birth to male children,
but not one had survived. How could they? When one of them gave birth to
a child, the others would stay up the whole night working out ways to do it
mischief. They were all competing to be the ambassador’s favourite and
were scared to death that anyone who gave birth to a male child might be
advanced to the position of first wife. On the other hand, I myself — the real
first wife — was not nearly so jealous as they were. I didn’t pay any attention
to them. If one of them wanted to kill another’s child, that was entirely her
business; it had nothing to do with me. I wouldn’t harm any of the children
myself, of course, but then I wouldn’t interfere in their intrigues either.
After all, a first wife has to preserve a first wife’s dignity.

‘When the ambassador died, he didn’t leave me any money or male
offspring — nothing but these eight playthings! What could I do? I certainly
couldn’t let them run away and remarry as they pleased, I just couldn’t! Day
in and day out I had to keep a close eye on them so that they didn’t drag
some man into their beds. I faithfully exhorted them from morning till night
in order to make them understand the great principles of feminine morality.
But do you think they understood? It wasn’t that easy. But I didn’t give up
either. I kept a tight watch on them day in and day out. What was I hoping
for? There was really nothing I could hope for, except that the emperor
might understand my difficulty, appreciate my dedication and character, and



reward me with money, perhaps even present me with an honorary tablet
with STEADFASTLY CHASTE AFTER THE DEATH OF HER
HUSBAND engraved on it. But . . . well, you heard me crying just now,
didn’t you?’

I nodded my head.

‘What do you think I was crying about? This bunch of sexpots? Fat
chance of that! I was weeping over my own fate as an outcast. Wife of an
ambassador! I’ve never even eaten reverie leaves. And now the house has
fallen in on me and utterly destroyed the evidence of all of my
accomplishments. If I go to see the emperor now what can I say to him? If
he sits up there on the throne and asks, “Madam Ambassador, upon the
basis of what merit do you come to seek a reward?” What will I say?
Supposing I report that I have been taking care of the late ambassador’s
eight women in such a way as to preserve and uphold the highest precepts
of feminine morality? Then His Majesty is bound to ask where they are.
And what will I tell him? That they are all dead? Do you think he’ll give me
a reward when all proof of my merit has been buried? Not much chance of
that. What will I say? Think of it! The wife of an ambassador, a woman
who has never eaten reverie leaves, a woman . . .” Her head dropped down
on her breast. I thought of going over to her again, but was afraid she might
give me another tongue-lashing.

She lifted her head once more, eyes fixed in a dead stare, “‘Wife of an
ambassador, a woman who has been abroad, who doesn’t eat reverie leaves.
And my reward from the amperor! My honorary tablet! Wife of an
ambassador . . .” Madam Ambassador’s head dropped down again. Her
body sank slowly sideways to the ground, and came to rest between two of
the others.
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FREE LOVE AND OTHER THINGS

I was extremely downcast, for the widow’s lament had made me weep for
all the women of who knows how many past centuries. I felt as though my
hands were resting on the very darkest pages of Cat Country’s history, a
history that I was afraid to go on reading.

Not going to the foreign enclave had been a mistake, for now I was once
again a homeless ghost. Where would I go? The cat-men who had helped
with the house were still watching me. They were probably waiting around
to see if they could get any more money. To be sure, they had already looted
everything that Madam Ambassador had owned, but apparently that still
wasn’t enough to diminish their desire to come by a few more National
Souls. My head ached terribly and two of my teeth had been loosened in the
fall. I was finding it difficult to think clearly. Something in the back of my
mind warned me that I was going to be ill. I took my pocketful of National
Souls, in denominations of ten and five, and threw them all on the ground.
Let the cat-men decide how it should be divided up or stolen, for I certainly
didn’t have the heart or energy to supervise.

There was no hope for the eight vixens, and now Madam Ambassador
was finished too. A puddle of blood flowed out from under her body, but
her eyes were still open as though, even in death, she still wanted to keep
watch over those eight little sexpots. I knew that if I didn’t bury them, no
one else would, and yet there was nothing I could do. I was afflicted by
such intense grief and disappointment that I almost felt like ending my own
existence.



I sat on the ground for a while. Then, looking at those bodies again, I felt
that I’d just have to get out of there. I was totally drained and almost too
exhausted to move, but I simply couldn’t watch the women rot away before
my very eyes, and so I left. Limping and hobbling alone in a most unsightly
way, I probably lost a good deal of face for the entire foreign community.
The street was crowded again.

I noticed a group of young people going from house to house with chalk,
writing on the walls. The walls were still so damp that the words were not
visible when they were first written but then a breeze would blow and dry
the chalk to whiteness: SANITATION MOVEMENT. And then on every
house appeared the words: EVERYTHING HAS BEEN WASHED CLEAN
HERE. Although my head was throbbing, I couldn’t help roaring with
laughter. The Cat People really knew how to get things done! What better
time to advocate cleaning up the whole city than right after a violent
rainstorm? The intense rain had even cleared out the stinking ditch in the
centre of town. Sanitation movement — that was a laugh! I must have been
slightly out of my head, myself, for I felt a strong urge to draw my pistol
and shoot a few of the chalk-toting bastards.

I seemed to remember Young Scorpion’s having told me that the
buildings over there were cultural agencies. I wound my way around to that
side, not to visit the cultural agencies, but just to find a quiet place where I
could rest and pull myself together. I couldn’t break myself out of the habit
of thinking that buildings on a city street ought to be arranged facing each
other, rather than laid out back to back in a single line as they were here.
Pondering the novelty of this unique arrangement made me forget my
headache a bit. Such a layout well suited the Cat People, for they didn’t care
about fresh air and light in the first place. The buildings were all back to
back without even breathing space between them; rather than calling it a
street, it would be more accurate to describe it as a giant brewery for
disease. My headache returned. Falling ill in a foreign country is apt to
make one particularly despondent, and I am no exception. I began to feel
that I should never get back to China alive.



I didn’t have time to be too fussy about where I sat down to rest, so I
simply collapsed at the first cool, shady spot that I found. I have no idea
how long I slept, but when I awoke I found myself in an immaculately clean
room. [ thought that I was either dreaming, or else experiencing
hallucinations brought on by my high fever. I felt my head. It didn’t feel hot
any more. [ was utterly at a loss. Still feeling somewhat weak, I closed my
eyes again. Then, conscious of light footsteps in the room, I opened them
briefly to sneak a look. It was the Revery who was ‘more intoxicating than
reverie leaves’. She came over, felt my temples, and gently nodded her
head. ‘He’s better,” she said to herself. I didn’t dare open my eyes again. I
decided to simply wait for the facts to explain themselves. Before long,
Young Scorpion came and I began to feel a bit more secure.

‘How is he?’ I heard him ask Revery in a low voice. Before she had a
chance to reply, I forced open my eyes.

‘Are you better,” he asked. I struggled to a sitting position.

‘Is this your room?’ My curiosity was returning.

‘It’s our room,’ he said, pointing to Revery. ‘I thought of asking you to
come and live here in the first place, but I was afraid that father wouldn’t
approve; after all, you are father’s man, or at least that’s what he thinks. He
doesn’t want me to fraternise with you because he says that I’ve already
picked up too many foreign ways.’

‘My thanks to both of you.’ I surveyed the room again.

“You’re probably wondering why it’s so clean. That’s one of my foreign
ways that father objects to.” Both Young Scorpion and Revery laughed.

Come to think of it, Young Scorpion really did have a strong foreign
flavour about him. Judging from his speech alone, he must have picked up a
lot of additional vocabulary from foreign tongues, for in conversation he
used about twice as many words as his father did.

‘Is this your home?’ I asked them.

“This is the office of one of the cultural agencies. We simply moved in
and took it over. A man with enough prestige can occupy the buildings of
any agency he wants to. Since we have kept this place spotlessly clean, I
think we have nothing to be ashamed of with regard to the agency. No one



else seems to bother themselves with the question of whether or not private
people ought to occupy public property, so we don’t concern ourselves with
it either. “Muddling through” — that’s the best way to describe our situation.
Revery, why don’t you give our friend some more reverie leaves.’

“You mean I’ve already eaten some?’

‘If we hadn’t got some reverie broth into you, you wouldn’t have come to
yet. Reverie leaves make excellent medicine. As a matter of fact, the reverie
leaf is the king of drugs here. No matter what you have, there’s always the
hope that the leaf can cure it. If you have a disease that can’t be treated with
reverie leaves, you might as well lie down and pull the sheet up over your
head. Although the leaf can cure a number of serious diseases, it does have
one peculiarity: it will cure an individual, but it will kill a whole society.
That’s one kink that we haven’t worked out of it yet.” Young Scorpion took
on the air of a philosopher again.

After I had eaten some more of the reverie leaves I was in much better
spirits, but I no longer felt like doing anything. I began to appreciate the
wisdom of the people from Light Country: there really was good reason for
their living in their own enclave apart from Cat Country. For once you got
too close, the place seemed to grab you fast and drag you down against your
will. Cat Country was like an undertow in the ocean: get too close to it, and
you’d be sucked in. If you wanted to sojourn in Cat Country, then you had
to become a cat-man without any reservations; if you were unwilling to do
that, then you’d better not go there in the first place. I had done all that I
possibly could to avoid eating the leaf, and what was the result of all my
resolve and effort? I, too, ended up eating the leaf. There seemed to be an
absolute law at work: stay in Cat Country, eat the leaf; don’t eat the leaf,
don’t stay in Cat Country.

If this civilisation were ever to conquer all of Mars — and there were
probably quite a few Cat People who cherished this pipe dream — then it
wouldn’t be long until the dissolution of the whole planet. Filth, disease,
chaos, stupidity, darkness — these were the only distinguishing
characteristics of this civilisation. Although one could spot a pinpoint of
light here and there, that tiny bit of light was certainly no match for so



much darkness. Unless someone did something, the power of darkness
would inevitably overwhelm Cat Country. And yet the Cat People
themselves didn’t seem the least bit conscious of their impending doom.
Perhaps Young Scorpion was conscious of this approaching night, and
seeing that the game was already lost, had begun to toy with his pieces
while laughing at his own defeat. As for his father and the rest of the people
— well, the kindest thing one could say is that they were still dreaming. I had
a million questions for Young Scorpion regarding education, the military,
finance, produce, society, the family, politics . . .

‘I don’t understand politics,” he said. ‘Father specialises in politics, why
don’t you go and ask him? As for the rest of the things you’re interested in,
there are some that I know about and some that I don’t. The best thing is to
go and see for yourself. Then when you’ve seen what you want, come to me
if you have any questions. Cultural enterprise is the only area that I’m up in.
Father has a finger in every “enterprise”, but since he can’t oversee all of
them himself, I take care of the cultural ones. If you want to see schools,
museums of natural history or libraries, just say the word and I’ll arrange it
so that you’ll get your fill.’

His words did even more for me than a big dose of reverie leaves. If I had
political questions, I could go to Old Scorpion; if I had questions related to
culture, I could go to Young Scorpion. With two such informants to rely on,
I could be sure of gaining a fair knowledge of Cat Country.

I wondered if he intended to put me up indefinitely. I didn’t dare ask, for
to tell the truth, I didn’t have the slightest intention of leaving this clean
room if I could possibly help it. I really wanted to ask to stay but I simply
couldn’t bring myself to pant before them and wag my tail like a fawning
puppy. I would wait. Young Scorpion asked me what I would like to see
first. I’'m ashamed to say that the leaves had made me so lethargic that I
didn’t feel like moving.

‘Why don’t you tell me a little about your own history?’ I said. I hoped
that I would be able to learn a bit more about his father as well as himself.
Young Scorpion smiled. Every time he smiled, I felt he was somehow
lovable and despicable at the same time.



Young Scorpion was painfully aware that he was superior to other Cat
People, and for that reason he didn’t want anything to do with them for fear
of soiling his hands. He acted as though he felt that being born in Cat
Country was a personal misfortune, and often spoke as though he were the
only rose in a bunch of thorns. This was a part of him that I didn’t like.

‘My parents gave birth to me,”Young Scorpion started speaking as
Revery sat down to one side and gazed into his eyes, ‘but that has nothing
to do with me. They loved me very much, but that has nothing to do with
me either. My grandfather loved me very much too, but then all
grandfathers love their grandsons, so there was nothing very remarkable in
that either. It seems that there’s really not much that’s worth telling about
my childhood.” Musing back over the years, Young Scorpion raised his
head slightly, and Revery raised hers too in order to continue gazing into his
eyes.

‘Wait, there is one minor event that’s probably worth your hearing about,
even if it is not worth my telling about. My wet nurse was a prostitute.
Although it is considered quite proper among us for a prostitute to be a wet
nurse, I was not allowed to play with any other child. This was a part of the
“special education” given in our family. Why insist on a prostitute to look
after the children? Well, we had money for one thing. We have a saying,
“Even devils are attracted by money.” Well, my wet nurse was one of those
devils. Getting a whore for a wet nurse had been my grandfather’s idea, for
he felt it was best to have soldiers look after girls and prostitutes look after
boys, the reason being that they will soon communicate knowledge of sex
to their wards. Their wards, in turn, having a thorough knowledge of the
ways of man and maid, will marry early and produce offspring. And what
better way is there to do justice to the ancestors than that? In addition to the
prostitute, I had five teachers who taught me to read — five wooden excuses
for men who taught me all the wisdom of Cat Country. Then one day one of
my wooden mentors unbent a bit and ran away with my wet nurse, an
indiscretion that resulted in the expulsion of his four wooden colleagues.

‘Father sent me abroad when I grew up, for father thought that anyone
who knew a few words of a foreign tongue must be omniscient, and he



could well use an omniscient son. After four years I came back home, but
much to father’s dismay, I hadn’t learned anything. I had only succeeded in
picking up a few foreign mannerisms. This, however, in no way diminished
his paternal affection for me, and he continued giving me money as usual.
And what did T do? Well, I was happy to have the money to spend and
passed my days making merry with Star, Blossom, Revery and the other
girls. Outwardly I was my father’s Lieutenant in Charge of Cultural
Enterprises; in reality, I was nothing more than a parasite. I wouldn’t lower
myself by committing evil, but I was equally incapable of doing good.
“Muddling through” — the more I milk that precious expression, the more
cream [ get out of it.” He laughed, and Revery laughed with him.

‘Revery is a friend,”Young Scorpion had again guessed what I was
thinking, ‘a friend with whom I live. This is another of my foreign
mannerisms. [ have a wife at home to whom I was married when I was
twelve. My prostitute wet nurse taught me all there was to know when I was
six, so by the time I reached twelve, of course, I was anything but a stranger
to the game. My wife is so talented that she can do almost anything,
especially breed children — an excellent woman according to my father. And
yet I preferred Revery.

‘Father was quite amenable to my taking her into the house as a
concubine, but I wasn’t willing to do that. Since he has a dozen concubines
himself, he sees taking concubines as perfectly normal behaviour, but he
can’t forgive her for simply choosing to live with me. Me, he can excuse,
because my arrangement with Revery is one of the foreign mannerisms that
I picked up abroad and he recognises the existence of such alternative
arrangements, even though he may not approve of them. Grandfather, on
the other hand, hates us both equally, for he simply doesn’t recognise the
existence of any foreign customs that might be brought forward to excuse
my behaviour. Grandfather doesn’t object to our relationship for any ill
effect it might have on either of us personally, but he does object to it
because of the example that we set for the youth of Cat Country.

“You probably know that we Cat People look upon the relationship
between man and maid as existing purely and simply for that kind of



business. One takes a wife for that; and it’s for that that one takes a
concubine too; and why does one visit prostitutes if not for that? And this
business of free love that modern people make such a fuss over these days
is, after all, still only for that. Once one has had enough reverie leaves to
eat, then one’s thoughts turn to that.

‘Grandfather may have something in disliking me. You see I am a model
to the youth of Cat Country, and it was I who set the precedent for marrying
first, and then practising “free love” afterwards. It’s for this reason, too, that
the old people hate me down to the very marrow of my bones. You see,
under the old custom of taking a first wife and then a series of concubines,
it was clearly understood that the whole business was only for that to begin
with, hence everybody — wives and concubines as well — could live together
in perfect harmony. A little that here and a little that there resulted in the
birth of many children, and that was all to the good.

‘But this business of “free love” is sticky. To begin with, if you have a
wife at home, you can’t very well throw her out to take your “free lover” in;
and your “free lover”, on her part, is not likely to be willing to enter your
household as a concubine. Thus, you have to establish her in a separate
ménage. These days, if you don’t set up a separate place, you aren’t
considered authentically foreign in your mode of life, but it was Revery and
I who started this fad. But because of the double ménage arrangement,
“free” love has become quite expensive, and some of the old folks feel they
can’t afford it. But when they don’t provide the young with sufficient
money to carry on the new fad, terrible family quarrels occur. Thus you see,
Revery and I carry quite a heavy burden of guilt.’

‘Couldn’t you just make a complete break with the old family system?’ I
asked.

‘No, that wouldn’t do at all! We wouldn’t have any money! “Free love”
may be an admirable foreign custom, but there is an important native one
that takes precedence over it: asking the old folks for money. Besides, if it
weren’t for the disharmony produced by the conflict of native and foreign
customs, where would we get such good material for practising our
“muddling through”?’



‘Can’t the old people come up with any good way out of the impasse?’

‘Now what in the world would you expect them to come up with? They
start from the premise that women were only made for that to begin with
anyway. Since they take concubines themselves, and approve of their
children taking concubines, they are in no position to forbid “free love”.
There is nothing that they, we, or anyone else can do.

“The chief result of taking wives, concubines and practising “free love” is
an increasing number of children. The problem is, who is going to be
responsible for the nurture of so many children? Neither we, the old people,
nor anyone else has the answer to that one. We are always worried about the
question of where to get some more of that, but we never concern ourselves
with the question of our own children. The older men break their necks in
taking concubines; the younger ones break their necks in making “free
love”. On the surface of it, there’s a great deal of competition between the
two systems, but in reality the whole thing is only for that anyway, and the
result of all that is more little cat-men with nobody to look after them,
nobody to feed them, and nobody to educate them. This is what we call
“giant-size muddling through”. My grandfather muddles through. My father
muddles through. I muddle through. And all of our youth muddle through.
The single most hated expression in all of our Felinese language is “taking
things seriously”.’

‘And the women themselves? Do you mean to tell me that they accept
that as their only function?’ I asked.

“You tell him Revery, you’re a woman,’ said Young Scorpion.

‘Me? I love you, so there is nothing that I can say. If you want to go
home to see that broodmare wife of yours, go ahead; I don’t care. But if you
ever stop loving me, I’ll eat forty reverie leaves at once and then Revery
will be reveried to death.’

I waited for her to go on, but she said nothing more.
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SCHOOQOL DAYS

I DIDN’T ask Young Scorpion directly, nor did he invite me, but somehow or
other I ended up staying with him and Revery. I began my observation work
the very next day. I had no definite plans as to what to examine first. It
seemed to me that the best plan was simply to go out and investigate
whatever I happened to bump into.

While I had been on the front side of the street, I had not seen many
children. Now I discovered this was because they were all here on the back
side of the single line of buildings. This made me feel very good, for it
indicated to me that the Cat People did have one thing going for them at
least: they hadn’t forgotten to educate their children. Since all the cultural
organisations were on this side of the street, I knew that the children must
have come over to go to school.

The children of the Cat People were the happiest one could imagine.
They were dirty; in fact, they were absolutely filthy, filthy past all possible
description. They were thin, foul-smelling and ugly. Some had noses
missing; others had eyes gone; and the heads of still others were covered
with boils and scabs. And yet . . . they all seemed extremely happy! I saw
one whose face was so bloated that it looked like a balloon, his mouth was
so swollen he couldn’t open it, and there were bloodstains all over the lower
part of his face. Despite all that, even he was smiling and playing merrily
with the other children. The hopeful feeling that I had just entertained for
the children of Cat Country suddenly vanished.

It seemed impossible to conceive of these children as coming from good
homes or going to good schools. But they were happy, weren’t they? Only



in a country where homes, schools, society and the government are
composed of muddleheaded idiots can such muddle-headed ‘happy’
children be produced. Only in such a country can one find children who are
filthy, thin, foul smelling, ugly, deformed — and yet happy! These children
were an index of the society and the state. They were a proper cross for
their parents to bear. For it was most unlikely that when they became adults
they would make Cat Country not-dirty, not-thin, not-foul, or not-ugly.
Once more I saw the giant thumb of oblivion poised to crush the hopes of
the Cat People. They had absolutely no future. Practising polygamy, free
love, and only caring about that, not one of them paid any attention to the
future of their race. Facing imminent oblivion and all they cared about was
their short-term happiness and convenience. Such devils hardly deserved to
live!

And yet, what did I mean by judging them so hastily? I decided that it
would only be fair to see what their schools were like before damning them
out of hand. I followed a group of children to a school consisting of a large
main gate and four walls that enclosed a patch of empty ground. As the
children entered, I stood outside and peeked in. Some of them were rolled
up into a wrestling mass of flesh in one corner of the yard; some were
climbing the walls; others were making drawings on the walls; while in one
corner some were carefully examining each other’s private parts. They were
all very gay, for the teachers hadn’t arrived yet. After I had waited for I
don’t know how long, three adults came in. They were all skeletally thin as
though none of them had eaten a single good meal since birth. They used
the wall to support themselves as they came slowly shuffling along.
Whenever there was a slight breeze, they would come to a dead stop and
tremble a bit before going on. Still leaning against the wall for support, they
slowly passed through the school gate. The children continued rolling,
climbing, making noise and examining each other’s privates. The three men
sat on the ground, panting with wide-open mouths. When the students got
even noisier, the trio simply closed their eyes and plugged up their ears. It
almost seemed as though they were actually afraid of offending the
students. I was beginning to lose track of time when the three men stood up



and began exhorting the students to take their places, something the
children had apparently decided they would never do, for after at least an
hour of exhortation, they still hadn’t budged.

Fortunately, at this juncture the three teachers (for I had decided by now
that they definitely must be teachers) caught sight of me. ‘There’s a
foreigner outside the gate.” That’s all they said, but immediately every
student faced the wall and sat down. It was apparent that not one of them
dared to look a foreigner in the face.

I decided that the middle of the three men must be the head of the school.
He announced, ‘First we shall sing the National Anthem.” However, no one
sang. They merely went blank for a while. Then he said, ‘Next let us offer
up a silent prayer to the Great Spirit.” At this point it seemed the students
had already forgotten that there was a foreigner outside, as they began to
push, yell and swear at each other again. “There’s a foreigner outside!’ the
teacher reminded them, and they all quieted down again. ‘And now an
address by our esteemed chancellor.” One of the trio took a step forward
and addressed the backs of the students’ heads.

“Today you are all graduating from the university. What a grand and
glorious thing!” I almost passed out from the shock. This bunch of —
university graduates? But I decided that it wouldn’t do to let my emotions
run away with me and calmed myself in order to listen to the rest of the
chancellor’s speech. “What a grand and glorious thing it is that you have all
graduated from this, the highest academic institution. Having graduated
from this school, you understand everything and are in possession of all
knowledge. In the future, the responsibility for all of our national affairs
will be upon your shoulders. What a grand and glorious thing!’ The
chancellor then let out a long and musical yawn and concluded with, “That’s
all.” The two teachers clapped for all they were worth and the students
started raising hell again.

“There’s a foreigner outside,’said the chancellor, and they quieted down
again. ‘And now an address by an honoured colleague.” The chancellor
hadn’t said which one, and hence the two teachers outdid each other in
polite yielding of the honour. They went on like that for quite a while, and



then finally one of them, whose face was as thin as a dried-out squash, took
a step forward. I could tell that this gentleman was a pessimist because two
large tears clung precariously to the corners of his eyes. In the most
melancholy tones imaginable he began.

‘Today you are all graduating from this, the highest of all academic
institutions. What a grand and glorious thing!’ One of the clinging tears let
go. ‘All of the schools in our nation are the highest types of academic
institution. What a grand and glorious thing!” The other tear let go. ‘I hope
that after graduation you will all remember what the head of our school and
I have done for you. What an honour and privilege it has been for us to have
the opportunity to serve as your faculty. However, before you set out into
the great world, there’s a bit of personal business that I must share with you.
My wife died of starvation yesterday, and what a grand and . . .” He
couldn’t go on, for now he was producing tears like rain. Only after a
monumental struggle was he able to regain control of himself so that he
could continue. ‘Please don’t forget your faculty after you go out into the
world. If you make money, then help with money; if you obtain a large
stock of reverie leaves, then help with reverie leaves. You are aware no
doubt that we have not been paid for twenty-five years. You . . .” He lacked
the strength to finish; his body went somewhat awry and he slipped down to
a sitting position.

‘Present the diplomas!’

The chancellor moved some thin stone slabs from the base of the wall
and arranged them in front of his feet. I couldn’t see them too clearly, but
they must have been engraved. ‘Everyone at this graduation is first in his
class. What a grand and glorious accomplishment! The diplomas are all
here and since every one of you is first in his class, you can simply come up
and get them in any old order you please. Assembly dismissed!’

The chancellor and the other teacher helped the pessimist to his feet.
With slow steps all three left. None of the students bothered to come
forward for their diplomas. They simply resumed climbing the walls,
rolling on the ground and raising hell in general. “What kind of circus is



this?’ I thought to myself. I was totally baffled. I decided to go back and ask
Young Scorpion about it.

Young Scorpion and Revery were both out. The only thing I could do
was to go back out and continue my observations; then after I had made a
general survey I’d go back and ask Young Scorpion to explain the details.

Set off a little to the side of the school that I had just visited was another
school. The students all appeared to be about fifteen or sixteen. Seven or
eight of them had someone pinned to the ground and seemed to be hacking
away at him with knives. To one side of this group was another knot of
students who were busily tying up two people. I thought that perhaps this
was a laboratory class in physiology in which the students were practising
dissection. And yet, tying up living men did seem to be going a bit too far,
even if it were in the interest of science. I hardened my heart and forced
myself to watch. I was determined to see it through until the end so that I
would find out what was going on here after all. When they had the two
men tied up, they tossed them down by the foot of the wall; neither made a
sound. They were probably already scared unconscious. The ones who were
practising dissection went on cutting and yelling.

‘Let’s see if you can still tell us what to do now, you dead beast! Let me
tear off an arm here!”

‘Make me study, will you? Forbid me from horsing around with the girls,
will you? With our whole society as black as it is, you’ve still got the nerve
to tell me to study. Now, you won’t allow us to do that with the girls on
school property, huh? I’ll tear out your heart, you dead beast!”A chunk of
bright red came flying through the air.

‘Have you got those two rotten beasts tied up yet? Carry one of them
over here!’

‘Shall we bring the principal or the history teacher?’

“The principal!’

So it was their principal and a history teacher that they were dissecting!
My heart was about to leap out of my mouth! Perhaps the principal and
teacher did deserve death, but I just couldn’t stand idly by and watch the
students butcher two people alive. I no longer cared who was right and who



was wrong in all of this. Just from the point of view of humanity alone I
couldn’t stand by and watch the students — or anyone else for that matter —
commit murder on a whim. I pulled out my pistol. Actually, they would
have all run away had I just yelled, but I was furious and felt that only a
pistol could do justice to such a pack of little beasts. Of course, they really
weren’t worth wasting a bullet on, but I was beside myself.

I fired once and immediately occasioned a great crash. The concussion
collapsed the walls. I had goofed again. I should have known that in Cat
City, walls can not stand any sort of shock after a heavy rain. I had wanted
to save the principal and had only succeeded in crushing him along with his
students under the walls. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t simply throw
up my hands and run away, for even the would-be assassins were still
fellow creatures and therefore deserving of my help. But how could I save
them?

I noticed that, fortunately, this wall was made entirely of dirt. It occurred
to me that I had been too self-abasing in condemning myself for the
principal’s death, for this principal was probably a man who was looking to
be killed. Judging from the way the school was put together, one would
guess that he had misappropriated the building funds. Perhaps that’s why
the students had wanted to kill him. Although I went on conjecturing to
myself like this, I didn’t allow my hands or feet to rest for a minute; [ went
on pulling and tearing at the rubble and before long I had succeeded in
hauling a few people out. As fast as I got one out, he’d run away like a
madman without so much as even looking at me. They were like carrier
pigeons released from their cages. Now I began to feel relieved. I even
began to feel that this trick had been fun. Last of all, I pulled out the
principal and teacher. They, at least, couldn’t scamper away, for their hands
and feet were still tied. I set them aside for the moment and started kicking
every part of the rubble to see if there was anyone left. There probably
wasn’t, but I went over it again to make sure. Having satisfied myself that I
had got everybody, I came back and loosened the ropes around the mud pies
whom I had just rescued.



After what seemed like ages, the two men opened their eyes. I didn’t
have any drug for such an emergency, nor did I have anything alcoholic
with which I might bring them around, so I had to sit back and wait for
them to recover by themselves. Although I was dying to put a number of
questions to them, I didn’t have the heart to start interrogating them right
away. The two men sat up slowly and I saw there was still a look of terror
in their eyes. I smiled reassuringly and asked, ‘Which one of you is the
principal?’

A look of utter panic appeared on their faces and they began pointing at
each other. I thought that perhaps they were still in a state of shock. Then
slowly, stealthily, lightly, the two men stood up. I thought that they were
going to stretch and loosen up a bit, but when they were all the way up, they
nodded to each other and were off as fast as a pair of dragonflies chasing
each other during their courtship dance. Zip! And they were out of sight.
Pursuit would be useless. I was no match for a cat-man in a foot race. I
sighed and sat down on the heap of rubble.

Now why had they done that? Of course! How silly of me to forget how
suspicious, petty, and deceptive the Cat People could be. When I asked who
the principal was, they had pointed at each other. Each, having just been
snatched from the clutches of death itself, wanted to sacrifice the other in
order to protect himself. They thought that I was going to do mischief to
“The Principal,” hence they had yielded the honour to each other, and had
then escaped at the earliest available opportunity. Hah, Hah! I began
laughing like a madman!

I wasn’t laughing at them alone, I was laughing at their whole society.
Everywhere one looked, one found suspicion, pettiness, selfishness and
neglect. You couldn’t find an ounce of honesty, magnanimity, integrity or
generosity in the entire society. In a society where principals are dissection
material for their students, how could you expect a man to claim the honour
of being principal? Darkness, darkness, total darkness. Was it possible they
were unaware that I had saved their lives? Very possibly, for in such a dark
society, the concept of saving another man’s life was probably unknown. I
thought of Madam Ambassador and the eight little sexpots. They were



probably still rotting away back there. The principal, the teacher, the
professor, the ambassador’s wife, the eight little vixens — did any of them
have anything worthy of being called a life? Without realising it, I had
begun to shed tears.
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YOUNG SCORPION AS HISTORIAN

THE FOLLOWING is what Young Scorpion told me. ‘“When the people of
every other nation of Mars were still in a state of barbarism, we were
already in possession of an educational system, for Cat Country is an
ancient culture. Our present system of education, however, was plagiarised
from abroad. In saying “plagiarised” I don’t mean to imply that we ought
not to copy from others. But I do think that imitating other people can prove
an extremely tricky business. To be sure, copying and learning from one
another is a fine thing. One might even say that it is an important impetus
for the advancement of human civilisation. But while we found that it was
imperative for us to study the new educational institutions of other states,
none of them has adopted our old system. This gives some indication of the
relative value of the two systems.

‘If we were really able to do a good job of copying so that our
educational system might stand on a par with that of any other country, then
even though we were merely copying, still no one could cast aspersions on
our ability. However, although we have been practising the new system of
education for over two hundred years, we are still in a state of utter chaos.
This proves that we aren’t even capable of imitating. The result is that while
we can no longer practise our original system, we can’t learn anyone else’s
either. You see, as a pessimist, I readily grant that our people are retarded.
The renaissance of a retarded people is bound to be a joke, and hence our
new educational system is a travesty.

“You asked why you saw small children being graduated from the
university. You’re much too honest, or perhaps one ought to say “stupid”.



Didn’t you realise that that too was a joke? Graduate? That was the first day
of school for all of those children. If you’re going to play the fool, then go
whole-hog with no reservations. That’s one thing we can be proud of: when
we play jokes, we pull out all the stops. The history of our educational
system for the past two hundred years has been a history of tomfoolery, and
now we are rapidly approaching the end of the script. We’ve exhausted all
the humour from the situation. No one today, no matter how witty he may
be, can milk that script for any more laughs; it’s gone dry.

‘When the new educational system first came into effect, our schools
were divided into a number of levels like any other country’s, and the
students had to start at the bottom and work their way up, one step at a time,
through a system of examinations, before they could graduate. But in the
course of two hundred years of improvement and advancement, we
gradually did away with examinations. Any student who put in the required
time could graduate, regardless of whether or not he attended classes.
However, there remained a status inequality between a primary school
graduate and a university graduate. Now, since we didn’t require either
primary school students or university students to attend classes, why should
anyone be satisfied with second best? Therefore we decided on a
thoroughgoing innovation: anyone who went to school would be counted as
a university graduate on the first day of classes. Let him graduate first, and
then . . . come to think of it, since he has already graduated, there is no “and
then”.

‘Actually, this was the best of all possible systems for Cat Country. You
see, statistically we have the highest number of university graduates of any
country on Mars. Of course, being first numerically makes us feel good,
makes us downright proud. We Cat Country people are the most practical
people on Mars. If you want to estimate the relative worth of things, the
most practical way is to count. And when you start counting the number of
university graduates — well, no one else can match us. It’s a fact. Everybody
knows it’s a fact, and everybody smiles with satisfaction.

“The emperor himself is very satisfied with the system. If he weren’t
enthusiastic about education, how would we have so many university



graduates? Thus, he has done well by his people and is pleased. The
teachers also like the system, for under it everybody is a university
professor; every school is the highest academic institution in the land; and
every student is first in his class. Think of the honour and glory! Heads of
families are pleased with the system too. Every seven-year-old brat is a
university graduate, and the intelligence of the children is, of course, a
credit to the parents. And the students? Well, they love it. If a child is lucky
enough to be born in Cat Country and survive until the age of six or seven,
he is sure to attain the status of university graduate.

‘From an economic point of view, the system is still more marvellous.
You see, when schools were first established, the emperor himself had to
pay the cost out of his own pocket; and yet the students who went through
the system often had the nerve to oppose the emperor’s wishes and made
trouble for him. As far as the emperor was concerned, this was nothing else
but spending his own money to buy trouble. But under our new Graduate-
the-First-Day system, the emperor is able to produce a huge number of
graduates every year without spending a thing. Furthermore, the students
produced by the new system are much more tractable and get along very
well with His Majesty.

‘Of course, quite a few of our teachers do starve to death, but the number
of university graduates goes on increasing anyway. In the beginning, the
principals and teachers were paid, with the result that they were at each
other’s throats from morning till night in such fierce competition for
salaries that a few were killed every day. Sometimes they even incited the
students to riot so that no one got any peace. Now that the emperor doesn’t
give them any money, what is there for them to fight about? If they demand
their pay, he simply ignores them; and if they press him too hard, he calls
out the troops with clubs to play a tune on the tops of their heads. The
students used to back them up in their demands, but now, since they all
graduate on the first day anyway, even the students won’t help them. Since
the teachers can’t look to any quarter for support, they have to content
themselves with waiting around until they starve to death.



“Thus, for the heads of households, the question of tuition for their
children is solved in one fell swoop. All they have to do is send their brats
to school on the first day and their educational responsibility ends there.
And since the parents have to feed the children, whether they go to school
or stay at home, why not let them go to school and pick up a degree and a
little status? There are no expenses for books and writing materials anyway,
for people don’t go to school in order to study in the first place. They go to
pick up status, and they get it — on the very first day! What do you think of
our system?’

‘Why do you still need principals and teachers?’ I asked.

“To explain that, I’ll first have to say something about the evolution of
the system over the past two centuries. You see, in the beginning, the
schools offered a variety of curricula. Some of our students studied
engineering, some studied commerce, and some studied agriculture — but
what was there for them to do after they graduated? Those who had studied
engineering picked up a bit of foreign technology, but since we have no
industry, what use was it? Those who studied commerce learned something
of foreign business methods, but here in Cat Country we only have street
pedlars. Any large scale enterprise that opens up is immediately confiscated
by the military. Those who studied agriculture learned foreign methods of
farming, but since we don’t plant anything here but reverie leaves, what use
was it?

‘Since under this kind of educational system, our schools were totally
unrelated to the society around them, what could the students do after they
graduated? There were only two alternatives: become an official or a
teacher. Of course, to be an official you had to have connections. If you had
an influential friend at court, then you could rocket to the top immediately,
no matter what you had studied in college. But not everyone was lucky
enough to have money and pull, and for those people the next best thing
was to teach. After all, having received a modern education, they couldn’t
very well lower themselves to become manual labourers or pedlars.

“Thus the society was gradually divided into two kinds of people:
university graduates and non-university graduates. The former were



determined to go into teaching and officialdom; the latter became manual
labourers and pedlars. For the time being I won’t take up the question of the
influence of this situation on politics, but merely confine myself to its
effects on education. It turned our educational system into a cyclical one: I
study, I graduate, and then I teach your children. Your children study,
graduate, and then teach my children. They constantly imbibe the same old
line of learning, and consequently their characters deteriorate bit by bit
every day. How can I best explain it? There were more and more graduates
every day and, except for those who become officials, they all wanted
teaching assignments. There just weren’t enough schools to go around and
the results, of course, were ludicrous.

“The only purpose of this cyclical system of education was to pass on a
reading knowledge of a few immortal textbooks; it had nothing to do with
the cultivation of personal integrity. Sometimes in competing for a chair,
one or two years of civil war would be stirred up with so much slaughter
and bloodshed that one might really have thought that people were laying
down their lives to elevate our cultural level when as a matter of fact the
whole thing was only over salary.

‘Gradually the emperor, politicians and militarists all began cutting into
the operating expenses of our educational institutions. Then the educators
began throwing all of their underlying energies into organising movements
to demand back salary. Teaching stopped altogether and the students,
having discovered what their teachers were really like, got into the habit of
skipping classes. It was at this point that there began the Graduate-the-First-
Day Movement that I just told you about. And that movement, of course,
slit the jugular vein of the entire system — operating expenses. The emperor,
the politicians, the militarists and the heads of households all
wholeheartedly approved of the Graduate-the-First-Day Movement because
of the money that it saved.

‘Everyone considered education to be useless anyway and nobody
respected the hacks who were its purveyors; thus everyone was more than
content to make the saving. And yet no one dared to close the schools down
completely for fear of foreign ridicule. And so, the doors of the schools



remained open as before and the number of university graduates even
increased, but no money was spent. Since the doors were open to everyone,
“cyclical education” became “universal education”, in other words, no
education at all. But the schools were open for business as usual. Thus it
was that our educational system became the biggest joke that Mars had ever
cracked.

‘“When this movement had reached full maturity, it did not reduce in the
slightest degree our principals’ and teachers’ enthusiasm for education.
They still fought with each other over positions tooth and nail. You’re
wondering why.

‘Well, you see, in the beginning the schools really did look like proper
schools: they had desks, chairs, and equipment of every kind. When the
system was still supported by a yearly budget, principals and instructors
used to make money by selling school property. Then the principals began
fighting for the principalships of the larger schools with the highest annual
appropriations, and the result was widespread bloodshed. No matter how
you look at it, you must admit the emperor handled this situation in a most
humane fashion: he simply discontinued the annual appropriations for the
schools. Having done this, he was far too embarrassed to be so strict as to
go on and forbid the sale of school property. Well, the competition over
principalships came to an end, and then, one by one, the schools turned
themselves into wholesale bargain-lands. Everything that could possibly be
moved was sold. Thus it is that now every school is nothing more than an
empty piece of ground surrounded by four walls.

“You’re probably still wondering why it is that people continue to want to
be principals and teachers. Well, in the first place they don’t have anything
else to do anyway. Furthermore, every other consideration aside, the rank of
teacher or principal is still useful; the road to advancement under our
cyclical system of education is from student to teacher, and from teacher to
principal. While it’s true that principals and teachers have no hope of
obtaining any salary, they can use the school system as a ladder to
officialdom. And so it is that, while there is no education in our schools,
there are students, teachers and principals. Moreover, every single school is



the “highest academic institution”. And when a student hears that his school
is the highest academic institution, he’s so bowled over that he’s not apt to
worry about anything else. Since there’s no education to be had in the
schools, what do people who really want to study do? They revive the old
system and hire family tutors. Of course, only the wealthier families can
afford this. The vast majority of children still had to go to the public schools
to come by their ignorance.

“The utter failure of this system of education has resulted in the
obliteration of Cat Country’s last shadow of hope. The very first period
during which the new educational system was tried was contemporaneous
with the corruption of the “new learning” which the new system was
supposed to introduce. The new system had to be transported to us from
abroad simultaneously with the new learning. If one calls learning “new”,
then that is a clear indication that learning is always advancing and
developing, gathering new truths to itself every minute of every day. But as
soon as the new system and the new learning arrived here, they both grew
white hair as quickly as a vegetable moulds during rainy weather.

“You see, trying to adopt another country’s institutions and learning
wholesale is about as naive as trying to graft another man’s flesh onto your
own without first preparing your own body to receive the transplant; you
can slap a new piece of flesh on your own arm, but unless you’ve made
some provision for nourishing it, it’s idle to expect it to grow. Similarly,
when you grab hold of a whole pile of new knowledge, yet lack the
inquiring spirit needed to nurture it, the inevitable result is cyclical
education. You learn “A” and teach “A”, but never add to it. And thus it
was that we corrupted the new learning.

‘During the initial period of borrowing, our people entertained an idle
hope. Although they became aware of the folly of thinking that a piece of
new flesh cut from another man’s body would assure one of eternal life,
they still clung to another superstition. For somehow or other, they always
felt that as soon as new knowledge arrived — no matter how little — they
would immediately become as vigorous and prosperous as the foreigners. In
retrospect, I think that we can forgive them this arrogant pipe dream, for at



least they still hoped to do something with the new learning. But today
people are aware of schools only as places where people compete for
principalships, where instructors are beaten, and where student movements
occur. They take all of these things and lump them together with the new
learning, and then stand around and curse the whole witches’ brew. By now
they think that the new learning is not only incapable of strengthening the
state, but is also enough to destroy the people. And so we have now
advanced from corrupting the new learning to damning it outright. The
heads of some families dismiss all the new learning and hire tutors to teach
their children the traditional stone classics. Consequently the cost of our old
stone books has gone up ten times, much to the satisfaction of my
grandfather, who sees this as the victory of our national heritage over
foreign learning.

‘My father was very pleased too. He immediately sent his sons abroad to
study, for he felt that now they would be the only ones capable of
understanding everything on the basis of foreign learning. He expected that
when they came back home they’d really be able to fleece our native
ignoramuses brought up on the stone classics. However, he has never felt
that the new learning should be widespread, but rather that it is enough for a
few people to pick up enough of the foreigners’ tricks to make us strong.
But in fact, most people are closer to grandfather’s position than they are to
father’s. Like him, they see the new learning as a combination of magic and
witchcraft capable only of confusing the mind and blurring the vision so
that sons begin to beat their fathers, girls begin to curse their mothers, and
students begin Kkilling their teachers; in sum, they see it as utterly useless.
But somehow or other, I have always felt that the more we vilify the new
learning, the closer we are to the end of Cat Country.

“You will ask the reasons for the collapse of the new education. That’s
something that I don’t know myself, but I have a feeling that it’s due to a
certain lack of integrity. Think about it for a minute. When the new
educational system first arrived, why was it that people wanted it in the first
place? It wasn’t that they hoped that students would broaden their
understanding, but rather that they thought they could use it to get rich. Nor



was it out of any desire to let people understand new truths; it was rather
out of the wish that we’d be able to make new and better consumer goods.
In other words, they wanted all that education could provide, except the
most important part — that concerned with inculcating integrity and
stimulating a love of learning. By the time the new schools were
established, there were many bodies physically present in the schools, but
few men of integrity. The principals were there to make money; the faculty
was there to make money; and the students were there preparing themselves
to make money.

‘People looked upon the schools as they would a new-style restaurant,
but no one paid any attention to the question of what the food was like. Of
course, the schools also had the problem of being in a weak state built upon
a decadent society led by an emperor and politicians without integrity,
hoodwinking a populace that was even more lacking in integrity. Of course,
it’s true that in an impoverished state like ours there are quite a few people
whose personal integrity has been worn away by hunger and poverty. I
won’t deny that, but I will deny that it provides adequate grounds on which
to defend the individuals in charge of our educational system. Why did we
promote education in the first place? To save the nation. And how were we
to save it? Through the promotion of learning and the perfection of
individual character. Our educators ought to be held responsible for not
acting in such a way as to achieve those twin goals, and for not being
willing to sacrifice a bit of personal advantage in fulfilling the functions of
principals and teachers.

‘Perhaps I expect too much from the teaching profession. People are
people, and a teacher fears hunger just as much as a prostitute does. Hence,
one might object that it’s not fair to put so much of the blame on the
teachers. I don’t like laying it all on their shoulders either; but when you
think of it, there are some women who will not lower themselves to become
prostitutes even when they are dying of hunger. Shouldn’t teachers also
have enough backbone to grit their teeth and show an equal amount of
integrity?



‘One might argue that since the government delights in taking advantage
of honest men, it would be foolish for teachers to be too upright, for the
more upright they were, the more the government would take advantage of
them. But no matter how bad the government may be, one would think that
the educators might at least have considered using the weight of public
opinion as a counterbalance to the government. For if our educators had
integrity themselves, then they could turn out students with a sense of
personal integrity; and it is unlikely that the society at large would be so
insensitive as to be unaware of the high quality of students produced. And if
the people at large saw our educators as wise and loving fathers, and if the
students that those educators produced were able to achieve things in
society, then it would be doubtful that the government could afford to treat
education lightly or could go on refusing to provide funds for it. I think that
ten years of an educational system that turned out students of integrity
would change the entire face of Cat Country. However, our new system of
education has already been in operation for two centuries and you have seen
the results.

‘If even our old system of education was able to foster honesty, a love of
parents and an obedience to rules, how is it that the new and improved
system has failed to make a comparable showing? Everybody says —
especially the educators themselves — that it is because of the dark evils of
society. But whose responsibility is it to get rid of those evils? The
educators only know how to blame social conditions, but have entirely
forgotten that their responsibility lies precisely in making society a better
place to live in. To be sure, society is black, but they have forgotten that
their own personal integrity should serve as a bright star in the night sky.
And since they have forgotten even that, what hope is there? I know that I
am too extreme and perhaps somewhat idealistic, but shouldn’t our
educators also have at least some modicum of idealism? I also realise that
neither the government nor society gives our educators sufficient support.
But who can expect anyone to want to help a group that is itself as evil as
the society or the government?



“You saw teachers being butchered, but it ought not to surprise you, for it
is only the inevitable consequence of an educational system that has no
notion of the importance of character and decency. Since the teachers are
totally devoid of integrity, can one expect the students who follow in their
footsteps to be any different? This general lack of character, both inside and
outside of the educational institutions, has a still worse consequence: it
prods our people into taking a backward leap of tens of thousands of years,
back to the cannibalism of antiquity. The progress of our species is
exceedingly slow, but our retrogression is lightning fast; for as soon as
people lose their self-respect, they will revert to barbarism with amazing
rapidity. Moreover, we’ve been at this regressive kind of education for over
two hundred years now!

‘Every day of the last two centuries has seen the heads of our schools
fighting each other. The teachers have constantly been at each other’s
throats. And the students have either been fighting among themselves or
against their teachers and principals. Fighting has brutalised them, and
every fight that they have engaged in has added just that much more to the
barbarity that they have been cultivating within themselves. And thus, now
it is a very common occurrence to see students butchering teachers,
professors, chancellors and principals. However, it would be foolish of you
to entertain feelings of compassion for our principals and teachers. You see,
our education moves in cycles. The students whom you saw will one day
themselves become teachers and principals and then it will be their turn to
be victims. Luckily the addition to the educational system of a few more
potential victims doesn’t make any difference to society anyway, for no one
pays any attention to who’s killing who inside the schools in the first place.

‘In a society as dark as ours it seems that people, like little animals,
instinctively start sniffing to the right and clawing to the left as soon as they
are born in the hopes of finding something to eat. Even as children, they’ll
put forth every last ounce of energy to grab the tiniest advantage or profit.
And then comes the day when they’re old enough to attend school where, as
luck would have it, they come into contact with teachers and principals like
the ones that you’ve seen. It’s very much like a pack of cubs encountering



another pack of old and hungry wolves. They’re bound to try out their
claws and teeth. The possibility of obtaining the most minute personal
advantage is enough to fire up that residue of barbarity in them inherited
from their most primitive ancestors. Thus a single book or reverie leaf is
enough to result in corpses being strewn all over the countryside.

‘Engaging in student movements is a natural manifestation of the ardour
of youth and can certainly be forgiven; but our student movements cannot
be explained as simply as all that. Our young hopefuls usually find some
pretext for starting a riot, and then they pull down houses and destroy
everything in sight. When it’s all over, they take the bricks and the choicest
of the debris back to their own homes, brimming over with satisfaction at
having got a little something for nothing. And their parents are usually as
pleased as they are. Since the family property has been augmented by a few
bricks and sticks, they consider that their children’s participation in the
student movement was not in vain. Thus the students go looking for
opportunities to destroy things so that they can cart the more worthwhile
debris back home. Nor are their principals and teachers any better: they’ll
steal anything they have a chance to.

‘Chancellors of universities, principals, faculty members and students —
from top to bottom, they all deserve to die. The fact that the students
murder their principals and teachers is a kind of divine retribution; and the
fact that the students will someday be murdered once they have become
principals and teachers themselves is another manifestation of poetic
justice. This then is our system of education. You must admit that an
educational system capable of turning people into animals certainly cannot
be counted as totally devoid of all accomplishment!’

Young Scorpion laughed.
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OF SCHOLARS OLD AND NEW

SINCE YOUNG Scorpion was a pessimist anyway, I had to take much of what
he said with a grain of salt. And yet, with my own eyes I had seen teachers
and principals being butchered, and students being graduated on their first
day at school. Therefore, no matter how much I might suspect the validity
of what he said, I had no real basis upon which to challenge his statements.
The only thing I could do was gather more evidence from still another
direction.

‘Aren’t there any scholars in Cat Country, then?’ I asked.

“You bet your sweet life there are! Truckloads!’ I could tell that Young
Scorpion was getting ready to have some more fun. As I had expected, he
continued his speech without allowing me time to ask my next question.

‘From one point of view, an abundance of scholars is a mark of cultural
distinction; and yet, if you look at it another way, it’s also a symptom of
cultural decline. It all depends upon how you define “scholar”. But rather
than having me define “scholar” for you, perhaps it will be better if I tempt
some of them in so that you can get a good look at them.’

“You mean invite a few of them in, don’t you?’ I corrected the verb.

‘I mean just what I said. I’ll tempt some of them in; if I invited them,
they wouldn’t come. You’re not familiar with the personality traits of Cat
Country scholars yet, but stick around a while and you’ll see what I mean.
Revery, go and call a few of them in. You can tell them that I’'ll pass out
reverie leaves when they get here. Why don’t you have Star, Blossom, and
some of the other girls go with you. Then you can split up and each of you
can go and catch a few.’



Revery went out tittering.

There didn’t seem to be anything worth asking about in the interim, and I
settled back to wait for the arrival of the scholars. Young Scorpion brought
out some reverie leaves and we had a leisurely chew. Out of the corner of
my eye, I detected just the trace of a devilish smile of anticipation on Young
Scorpion’s face.

Having delivered the ‘invitations’ to the scholars, Revery, Star, Blossom
and the other girls came back to announce that the scholars would soon be
along. The girls then sat down, making a circle of which I was the centre.
They stared at me as if they wanted to speak, but didn’t quite dare.

‘Be careful,” Young Scorpion said with a smile, ‘you are about to be
cross-examined.’

‘“We would like to ask about a few things, if you wouldn’t mind,” one of
the girls said.

‘Fine. But I ought to warn you that I don’t know a great deal about
female things,” I said, imitating the smile and tone of voice that Young
Scorpion used in addressing them.

“Tell us what Earth women are like,” they all asked as if with a single
voice.

I felt relieved, for I knew that I could give them a fairly entertaining
answer. ‘Well, let’s see . . . our women all rub powder on their faces,’ (they
all ‘Oh-ed!” at that), ‘and arrange their hair to make it look as beautiful as
possible. Some wear it long; some short; some comb it into a parting; and
still others comb it straight back. And every blessed one of them uses
perfume and aromatic oils.” As they looked at each other’s very, very short
hair, their mouths all dropped wide open; then they closed them again in
unison, seeming utterly disappointed.

‘They dangle pearls and other precious stones from their ears so that
when they walk these little baubles swing to and fro in a most pleasing
manner.” They all began to feel their tiny cat-ears set towards the backs of
their skulls, and one of them — I think it was Blossom — seemed so
disappointed that she would have liked to wrench her ears right off her
pretty little head. ‘Earth women wear very pretty clothes. It’s rather curious,



for although they have beautiful clothes, they’re always devising ways to
expose a little more of their flesh. The charming result of all this is that
they’re partially hidden and partially exposed at the same time. They’re
really much more interesting looking than women like you who go
completely nude all the time.’ I had decided to tease them a bit.

‘By going stark naked, you reveal only the beauty of the flesh; and when
you come to think of it, one colour — even flesh colour — gets a bit
monotonous after a while. By wearing clothes of different hues, our Earth
women are able to look colourful and varied at the same time. That’s the
reason that, although they are not really opposed to going nude, they
continue to wear some scrap of clothing even in the hottest month of
summer.

‘What’s more, our Earth women all wear shoes made of leather and
brocaded satin that have raised heels. They stud the toes with pearls and
embroider flowers on the heels. Does that sound pretty to you?’ I waited for
a reply, but there was no reaction. They just sat there, their mouths all
forming large zeros. ‘In antiquity our women sometimes bound their feet
until they’d get them as tiny as this.” I brought my thumb and forefinger
together to give them an idea of the size. ‘But nobody binds a girl’s feet any
more. Now we’ve changed to . . .

Before I had finished my sentence, they all asked with a single voice,
‘Why have you stopped binding them? Why? That’s a stupid thing to do.
Such tiny feet must have been very cute, and then to set off such cute little
feet with pearls set in the toe of the shoe — that must have been exquisite!” It
seemed that they were all genuinely worked-up over the painful custom’s
falling into disuse — and I felt that I’d better calm them down. ‘Don’t rush
things! I haven’t finished yet. All right, they quit binding their feet, right?
But then they all started wearing high heels! The toe of the shoe is here,’ 1
pointed to the tip of my nose, ‘but the bottom of the woman’s heel is way
up here.” I pointed at the top of my head. ‘Just think, they can add five
inches to their height and twist the bones of their feet out of shape to boot!
Better yet, sometimes they even have to lean against walls just to walk; and
if a heel breaks off, they have to limp along like hobbled horses!” They all



seemed to feel much better now. But as they sat around me there on the
floor and came to admire the women of Earth, the more disappointed they
became with themselves.As I finished my disquisition on shoes, I noticed
that they had all slipped their feet out of sight under their buttocks.

I waited for them to ask me more questions, but it seemed that my
description of high-heeled shoes had cast them under a spell. Then suddenly
they all burst forth in another flurry of questions.

‘How high are the heels?’

“You said they have flowers on them, right?’

‘Don’t the heels make a click-clack noise when the women walk?’

‘How do the bones get twisted out of shape? Does it happen naturally
because the women wear such shoes, or must the bones first be bent awry
before such shoes can be worn?’

‘Can you make shoes of human skin as well as animal hide?’

“What kinds of flowers do you embroider on them? What colours do you
use?’

I could see that had I been a shoemaker, my fortune would have been
assured. I was just about to tell them how, in addition to learning to wear
high heels, our Earth women have also learned how to take jobs, but just at
that point the scholars came in.

‘Revery,” said Young Scorpion, ‘go and prepare some reverie leaf juice.’
Then he addressed Blossom and the other girls. “Why don’t you go
somewhere else to continue your discussion of high heels?’

One after another, eight scholars came through the door, bowed towards
Young Scorpion and then sat on the floor. With upturned faces, they all sat
staring at the ceiling. Not one of them deigned to acknowledge my presence
with so much as a glance.

Revery brought in the juice, and after they’d all had a good leisurely
drink, they seemed even less inclined to notice me. Actually, it was all to
the good that they ignored me, for it gave me an opportunity to observe
them closely. They were all extremely thin and exceedingly dirty. There was
a satchelful of dirt in each of the little ears perched on the backs of their
heads, and suds of saliva had collected at the corners of their mouths. Their



movements were very slow, even slower and stealthier than Old Scorpion’s
by quite a degree.

The power of the juice had begun to reach down to the roots of their
being. They opened their eyes wide and stared at the ceiling again.
Suddenly, one of them began speaking.

‘Am I not the foremost scholar in all of Cat Country?’ His eyes quickly
swept all around and even seemed to pause on me a bit.

The other seven had all been aroused to movement by his question. Some
scratched their heads, some gritted their teeth, and others stuck their fingers
in their noses. Then they said in unison, ‘You? The foremost? Even if you
threw in your father — and your grandfather for that matter — the three
generations of you would still all be bastards!’

I was sure that they were about to come to blows, but much to my
surprise the scholar who had arrogated first place unto himself began to
laugh. Perhaps he has grown accustomed to being abused, I thought to
myself.

‘My grandfather, my father and myself have been studying astronomy
now for three generations. Who do the rest of you think you are anyway to
feel qualified to criticise such an eminent family of astronomers?

The foreigners have to use all sorts of gadgets and mirrors when they do
research in astronomy, but it’s been our tradition for generations to use the
unaided eye. The unaided eye, gentlemen, the unaided eye! How can the
foreigners compare to us? Moreover, we pay attention to discovering the
relationship between the stars in the sky above and good and bad fortune in
the world of men below! Are the foreign astronomers capable of that? And
as for being foremost scholar, let me tell you that while I was observing
astronomical phenomena last night, the Star of Scholarship appeared over
my head! Now if I’'m not the foremost scholar in all the land, I’d like to
know who is!’

Young Scorpion laughed and said, ‘If I’d been standing outside with you
last night, couldn’t I say that the Star of Scholarship had appeared over my
head too?’



‘The words of His Highness, Young Scorpion, are absolutely correct!’
said the astronomer, bowing to the superior wisdom of his young ruler.

‘The words of His Highness are absolutely correct!” the other seven
chimed in.

For what seemed like ages nobody said anything.

‘Speak!” Young Scorpion ordered.

One of them stood up. ‘Am I not the foremost scholar in all of Cat
Country?’ His eyes, too, made a quick sweep in all directions. “Can
astronomy even be counted as scholarship in the first place? Everyone
knows that it can’t. In order to take up any kind of study, you must first be
able to recognise our written characters. Therefore, philology is the only
branch of learning worthy of the name. I’ve been studying philology for
thirty years. Thirty years! Who among you can possibly have the gall to
dispute my position as first scholar? Who?’

‘Ah, go blow it out of your arse!’ they all suggested in unison.

However, the philologist was not, it seemed, as easygoing as the
astronomer. He grabbed hold of a historian and yelled, ‘Who do you think
you’re talking to anyway! First of all, pay me back what you owe me! Did
you or did you not once borrow a reverie leaf from me? If you don’t pay me
back immediately, then I’ll twist your head clean off your shoulders, or else
I’'m not the foremost scholar!’

‘I borrowed a reverie leaf from you? I, a world-renowned historian,
borrowed a reverie leaf from the likes of you? Let go of me! Don’t get my
arm dirty!’

‘So you think you can eat a man’s reverie leaves and then just forget
about it, do you? Well, we’ll see about that. Just wait until I finish my
Comprehensive Discussions of Philology and see if your surname is to be
found in it. As the foremost philologist of all Cat Country, I shall proclaim
to the rest of the planet that the character used to write your surname is not
to be found in the written characters of archaic Felinese. Wait and see if I
don’t!’

At this point the historian seemed genuinely concerned, and began to
plead with Young Scorpion. ‘Your Highness, Your Highness, hurry up and



give me a reverie leaf so that I can pay him back. Although I am the
foremost scholar and historian in Cat Country, as Your Highness well
knows, scholars don’t have any money. Since I am indigent, perhaps at
sometime I actually did borrow a reverie leaf from the bastard. I don’t really
remember. Speaking of reverie leaves, Your Highness, there’s something
else that I just have to bring up. Please put in a word for us with His Old
Highness, your father, and ask him to distribute some more reverie leaves to
the scholars. It doesn’t matter so much when ordinary people are without
reverie leaves, but when we who are scholars are without them — especially
me, the foremost scholar — then how are we to pursue our scholarly
activities?

“You see, Your Highness, only recently I have been engaged in further
research on the methods of punishments employed in antiquity, and I have
established beyond all doubt that the ancients used to skin people alive. I
shall present you with an article on this in the near future with the humble
request that you pass it on to your father. Ask him to pass it on to the
emperor when he’s through with it so that his Imperial Highness may revive
this fascinating, and culturally rooted, mode of punishment. Should I not be
counted as foremost scholar of the realm on the basis of this discovery
alone?’ He turned to the philologist. “What do you think you are anyway,
you mere philologist. History is the only genuine discipline.’

‘And is history written with characters or isn’t it? Give me back that
reverie leaf that you owe me!’ the philologist said.

Young Scorpion had Revery give a reverie leaf to the historian. The latter
tore it in two and handed half of it over to the philologist. ‘All right I’ll pay
you back, although I really shouldn’t.’

The philologist accepted the half and then said through gritted teeth,
“You’ve short-changed me by half. All right, it’ll be a wonder if I don’t
make off with your old woman after such treatment. You just wait and see!’

The words ‘old woman’ seemed to make the rest of the scholars
unusually excited. They all addressed Scorpion in chorus, “Your Highness!
Your Highness! Why should it be that we scholars are only allowed one
wife apiece so that we have to get excited and talk about stealing other



people’s old women? We are scholars, Your Highness. We bring honour
upon the whole nation. We preserve and pass on the learning of our
ancestors unto our children, grandchildren, and the posterity of the nation
for ten thousand generations to come. Why shouldn’t each of us have three
wives at least?’

Young Scorpion didn’t say anything.

‘All you have to do is go to the heavenly bodies for an example. A large
star is bound to have several small stars around it. Since this is the way of
heaven, should the way of man be any different? I believe that the position
of foremost scholar is, in and of itself, clear evidence that a man is entitled
to several wives. What’s more, my own wife’s “that” is not too much fun to
use any more!’

The philologist followed the astronomer with proofs of his own. ‘Just on
the basis of the word alone, we can tell that it should be “old women” in the
plural, not the singular. In olden times our ancestors used the woman radical
with amazing frequency in creating new words. Isn’t the plural form of the
original word patent evidence in itself that our ancient ancestors intended
the plural use of women too? On the basis of my position as foremost
scholar, I can demonstrate that “wives” never had a singular form. What’s
more . ..” The rest of what he had to say is not fit to record.

Each of the scholars, one after another, by virtue of his position as
‘foremost scholar of the realm’, offered proofs of his own for the plurality
of ‘wives’. And each of them brought forth some evidence that is not fit to
print. Listening to their speeches, I gained the general impression that in the
eyes of these eminent scholars, women were nothing more than ‘that’.

Young Scorpion remained silent.

‘Perhaps His Highness is a bit fatigued,’ they said. ‘We . . .

‘Revery, give them a few more reverie leaves then tell them to beat it,’
said Scorpion, closing his eyes.

“Thank you, Your Highness. Thank you for your understanding!’ They
intoned the same formula in unison.

Revery brought in a bundle of leaves and each of the scholars grabbed as
many as he could. They cursed and reviled each other while snatching the



leaves, and between curses they bowed in the direction of Young Scorpion
to express their thanks. Still cursing each other, they walked out.

No sooner had this group of scholars left than a group of young scholars
came in. Apparently they had already been waiting outside for a good long
time, but because they wanted to avoid contact with their seniors, they had
forced themselves to be patient all this time. (You see, in Cat Country,
experience had shown that whenever junior and senior scholars come into
contact, at least two of their number are sure to die.)

In terms of appearance, the junior scholars were far better than their
seniors. They were neither filthy nor emaciated and, what’s more, they were
full of life. They bowed to Revery, greeted me, and then sat down. To me
this was all very gratifying and I began to feel that there was still some hope
for Cat Country after all.

Young Scorpion whispered to me, ‘These are the young scholars I told
you about who have spent several years abroad and know everything there
is to know.’

Revery brought out the reverie leaves and they all started wolfing them
down with real gusto. I felt a chill pass over my heart.

After eating their fill of leaves, they started chatting. But what was it they
were talking about? I couldn’t make out a single word! In my association
with Young Scorpion I had already picked up quite a few of the new words
that had been taken into Felinese, but I still couldn’t understand the
conversation of these young scholars. I could only hear sounds: Gulu-bagji,
didung-didung, hwala-fuszji — it sounded something like that.

Since I was anxious to understand what they said, I began to get a bit
flustered. Furthermore, they were continually talking at me and I couldn’t
say anything in return, but was reduced to nodding my head like an idiot.
Then a few words began to get through.

‘Mr Foreigner, what is that you’re wearing on your legs?’

“Trousers,’ I answered. I was a bit mixed-up at this point.

‘“What are they made of?’ asked a young scholar.

‘How are they made?’ asked another.



‘“What academic rank does the wearing of trousers betoken?’ asked yet
another.

‘Does your honourable country have two classes, the trousered and the
trouserless?’

What was I to answer? The only thing I could do was play the fool and
put on a forced smile. Obviously disappointed at not having obtained a
reply from me, they came over and began to feel my raggedy trousers with
their hands. Having finished their examination, they all started up again
with that gulu-baji, didung-didung, hwala-fuszji until I thought I’d be
smothered under their blanket of unintelligible sounds. After an
interminably long time, they all left and I had a chance to ask Young
Scorpion what they had been talking about. “You’re asking me,” he said
with a smile, ‘but who am I supposed to ask? As far as I know, they weren’t
talking about anything.’

‘But what did hwala-fuszji mean? That’s one sentence that stuck with
me,’ I said.

‘Hwala-fuszji? They also said tung-tung-fuszji a lot, do you remember?
They say lots of things like that. For the most part, when they talk, they just
string a lot of foreign nouns together so that nobody understands them.
They don’t understand what they’re saying themselves, but they enjoy the
lively atmosphere that all those foreign sounds create. You have to be able
to speak like that in order to be considered a modern scholar. Hwala-fuszji
seems to be the most popular expression these days. It doesn’t matter
whether parents beat a child, or the emperor eats reverie leaves, or a scholar
commits suicide — you can use hwala-fuszji to cover every case. Actually,
the expression means “chemical action”. The next time you run into them,
all you have to do is babble out “hwala-fuszji, tung-tung-fuszji,” and “fuszji
everybody”, and they’ll all think that you are a scholar too. Just use these
sounds in places where you can throw in nouns. Don’t worry about verbs,
and if you want to turn one of them into an adjective just add an -ous and
say something like “hwala-fuszji-ous”.’

‘What did they mean by examining my trousers?’ I asked.



“The girls ask about high heels and the modern scholars ask about
trousers; it’s all the same thing. The young scholars are all a bit effeminate.
They’re vitally interested in cleanliness, aesthetic appeal and new fashions;
the old scholars are only vitally interested in a frontal assault on a woman’s
“that”. The modern scholars are terribly concerned with making a good
impression on people, and I’ll be quite surprised if they aren’t all wearing
trousers within the next few days. You mark my words!’

The atmosphere in the room felt suddenly stifling, and, without paying
any further attention to my host, I went out for air. Just outside the door I
ran into Young Scorpion’s blossoms; they were using the wall to support
themselves while they practised walking on their toes with a piece of brick
tied under each heel.
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BOOKS AND RELICS BY THE POUND

THERE ARE things to be said for the pessimist; for one thing, it takes some
thought before one arrives at it. Granted, the pessimist’s thought may be
unsound and his will weak; but at least he uses his brain. Thinking in this
vein, I came to like Young Scorpion a bit more. As far as the two groups of
scholars were concerned, I pinned all my hopes on the younger ones.
Perhaps they were just as mixed-up as their seniors, but on the outside at
least they were lively and optimistic, and I thought that a touch of this lively
optimism was just what Young Scorpion lacked. If he could only rouse his
own courage and be as lively and happy as the young scholars, who knows
what great enterprises he’d be able to undertake in order to benefit his
fellow cat-men? If he could only secure the aid of a few optimists! I was
anxious to meet with the young scholars again to see if they’d be willing to
help. I found out where they lived from Revery and the girls.

On the way I passed several schools, but I didn’t have the heart to go in
and see what they were like on the inside. It wasn’t that I was going to take
Young Scorpion’s word for everything, but rather that the schools were all
of the same uninviting style: four earthen walls surrounding a stretch of
open ground. Even if they weren’t as bad as Young Scorpion had painted
them, I had to admit that there didn’t seem to be much about them that was
worth seeing. I did glance about at the male and female students who were
walking past on the street though, and that was enough to depress anybody.
Their attitude, especially those who were a bit older, was exactly like that of
the seven cat-men who served as Old Scorpion’s bearers — inordinately
proud and self-satisfied, as though each of them thought himself a living



god and was at the same time totally oblivious to the fact that Cat Country
was a disgrace throughout the planet. I thought that perhaps I ought to make
some allowances for them, for their teachers must certainly have been utter
ignoramuses in order for the students to get that way in the first place. And
yet how was it possible for young people of twenty or so to be callous and
insensitive enough to actually remain unaware of what was going on around
them? How could they manage to live in this kind of hell and still saunter
about with such a self-satisfied and arrogant air? What did they have to be
so self-satisfied about? Didn’t they have any feelings? I was almost on the
point of grabbing one of them and demanding an answer, but I decided not
to waste my time.

One of the modern scholars that I was looking for was a curator at the
Museum of Antiquities. I decided to pay him a visit and at the same time
take advantage of the opportunity to make a tour of the museum. The
structure in which the collection was housed was rather large; it was at least
two or three hundred feet long. A doorman sat outside the main entrance;
his cat-head was tilted back against the wall and he was lost in a sweet and
mellow nap. I poked my head inside and looked about, but no one else was
around. Was it possible that the museum could open all of its doors to the
public without anyone around to look after things? That was strange,
especially when you consider how fond of stealing things the Cat People
were. Not daring to disturb the doorman, I went right on in. After passing
through two empty rooms, I came upon my new friend. He proved to be
extremely clean, lively and well-mannered; without thinking about it one
way or another, I began to like him. I learned that his name was Cat
Lafuszji. I knew for a fact that Lafuszji was not a common name in Cat
Country and concluded that he must have taken it during his studies abroad.
I was terribly afraid that if we got into a conversation, he would deluge me
with a flood of words with fuszji tacked on the end of them, and, therefore, I
told him straight out that I’d like to see the museum and hoped that he
would be good enough to give me the guided tour. I was sure to be all right
as long as I could keep him from fulaszji-ing.



‘After you, after you! Please go in!” Cat Lafuszji was in high spirits and
acted most graciously. As we entered an empty room, he said, ‘This is
where we store the stone implements that were used ten thousand years ago;
they are displayed according to the most modern methods. Look around at
your leisure.’

I looked all about, but there was nothing there! “Well, here we go again,’
I thought to myself. Before I had a chance to ask him what the joke was, he
pointed to the wall and said, ‘This is a stone jar, ten thousand years old. It
has foreign characters inscribed on it and is worth at least three million
National Souls.’

So that was it! Now I began to understand. There was a row of small
characters inscribed on the wall; what he probably meant was that a stone
jar worth three million National Souls at one time had been displayed in
that location.

“This is a stone axe from ten thousand and one years back; it’s worth two
hundred thousand National Souls. This is a set of stone bowls from ten
thousand and two years back; they are worth one and a half million. This
is . .. three hundred thousand; this is . . . four hundred thousand!’

Everything else aside, I really admired him for being able to remember
the value of every ancient relic with such fluency. We entered another
empty room and with the same attentive courtesy as before, he said, ‘This is
the room where we store books and documents from fifteen thousand years
back. They are the most ancient on the entire planet and are all arranged in
strict accordance with the most modern methods of classification.” He
began reciting prices and titles from memory, but there was nothing to be
seen save a few black bugs on the wall.

After having seen ten such rooms in a row, Cat Lafuszji had all but
exhausted my patience. But just as I was on the point of thanking him and
saying goodbye in order that I might escape to the outside and get a breath
of fresh air, he led me towards a room outside of which more than twenty
cat-men stood on guard, clubs in hand. Now this room certainly couldn’t be
empty! Thank heaven! I was glad that I hadn’t left earlier, for as long as



there was one room filled with things, my trip would not have been in vain,
even though I had to travel through ten empty rooms to get there.

“You’ve come at precisely the right time. Had you come a few days later,
you wouldn’t have got to see any of these things,” said Cat Lafuszji in the
most sincere and courteous of tones. ‘In this room we have some pottery
from twelve thousand years back, all of it displayed in accordance with the
most modern methods of classification. Twelve thousand years ago our
pottery was the most exquisite on the entire planet. Later on — about eight
thousand years ago — the pottery industry died out, so that today nobody
knows how to make it any more.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

“Yaya-fuszji?’

Now what was yaya-fuszji supposed to mean? Before I had a chance to
ask, he continued, ‘These pieces of pottery are the most valuable things on
the whole planet. To date, we’ve sold a total of three hundred billion
National Souls’ worth of them abroad! Our asking price really wasn’t very
high either; if the government hadn’t been so anxious to sell, we probably
could have got at least five hundred billion. We once sold some stone
implements that were not even ten thousand years old and got two hundred
billion for them, but this time the government was just too anxious, and
consequently the sale was a flop.

“The government’s failure in agreeing to sell for such a low price is not
really all that important, but the fact that we who work in this line had to
take a cut in kickbacks was something worth worrying about. What are we
supposed to live on? Our salaries haven’t been paid for several years now. If
we hadn’t hit upon the device of taking kickbacks on the sale of antiquities,
we’d have been reduced to a daily diet of air a long time ago. Of course, the
amount made through the sale of ancient relics is nothing to be sneezed at,
but you have to bear in mind that those of us who are responsible for
looking after the national antiquities are all modern scholars; living
expenses are much higher for us than for the old-fashioned scholars.
Everything that we use has to be brought in from abroad, and the money we
spend for a single item would cover the living expenses of the old-



fashioned scholars for a good long time. It’s really quite a problem!” A hint
of melancholy actually crept across Cat Lafuszji’s otherwise perpetually
happy face.

Why had they allowed the pottery industry to die out? Yaya-fuszji,
whatever that meant. And why had they sold their ancient relics? So that the
scholars could get their kickbacks! Of the hopes that I had pinned on the
modern scholars, not one shred remained. I no longer had the heart to
continue with my questioning; I could no longer even bring myself to stoop
to talking with the man. I simply felt like clasping one of those ancient
relics to my breast and having a good cry. There was no point in asking
anything more. The government treated the sale of ancient relics as one of
its sources of finance, and the modern scholars were only interested in
getting kickbacks or reporting the prices of the ancient relics . . . what more
was there to ask? However, I just had to ask one more thing.

‘When you’ve sold everything and there are no more kickbacks to be
had, what are you going to do then?’

“Yaya-fuszji.’

At this point it finally dawned on me that by yaya-fuszji they meant what
Young Scorpion did by ‘muddling through’, magnified ten thousand times!
I began to hate Cat Lafuszji, and to hate his yaya-fuszji even more.

Once you’ve grown accustomed to eating reverie leaves, it’s not too easy
to work up a rage any more, and so I didn’t give Cat Lafuszji a few belts as
I should have. It seemed that I was not taking things so much to heart any
more. After all, what was the point of a Chinese going into a rage over the
domestic affairs of Cat Country? I saw clearly now that the modern scholars
were simply people who had been abroad and had seen or had heard a little
about new methods of classification and display. They were really totally
incapable of making judgements and entirely incapable of distinguishing
good from bad. They simply went through the motions of doing their jobs
on the basis of what little knowledge of new methods they had. What a
terrible shame that their pottery industry had died out. But the only reaction
that they thought it was worth was yaya-fuszji. And how painful it was to
think of their own antiquities being sold abroad. But again, their only



reaction had been yaya-fuszji. They had no backbone, no judgement and no
character. They had simply taken a trip abroad in order to arrogate unto
themselves the title of ‘scholar’ in order to be able to yaya-fuszji in comfort.

I ran out without even bothering to take my leave of Cat Lafuszji. As I
ran back through the empty rooms, I seemed to be conscious of the sound of
sobbing, and here and there I seemed to see ghostly shadows cover their
faces and weep. If the ghosts of these ancient relics had consciousness and I
were one of them, then I should have inflicted a hideous death on those
betrayers who had sold me, and that whole lot of modern scholars should
have died spouting blood from all seven bodily openings!

Having reached the street, I calmed down a bit. On second thought it
occurred to me that living in a society as black as this one, being sold
abroad might actually be counted a stroke of good fortune. Since theft and
destruction were the two most ingrained habits of the Cat People, it was
certainly much better that the precious relics of their past be sold to foreign
countries where people would preserve them, rather than be destroyed by
the Cat People themselves. But however fortunate the betrayal might have
been from the point of view of the relics, it was certainly no justification for
the scurrilous behaviour of Cat Lafuszji. Of course, one had to admit that
the sale of ancient relics had not been his fault alone, but that brazen
attitude of his was past all forgiveness. Shame? It seemed that he didn’t
know the meaning of the word.

As 1 see it, pride in one’s history is perhaps the most difficult of all
natural feelings to eradicate, and yet it seemed that the youth of Cat
Country were actually able to sell off the treasures of their own heritage
without the slightest trace of feeling. What’s more, Cat Lafuszji was a
scholar; if that’s what the scholars were, one could well imagine what the
rest of the populace must be like! I no longer retained a single iota of hope
for a renaissance of the Cat People. The expenditure of too much energy is
sometimes enough to bring about the demise of an individual or even a
nation, but one still admires those who, having tried too hard, cough up
their blood and die of exhaustion. That would never happen to the Cat



People! Cat Lafuszji and those like him only knew how to yaya-fuszji —
utterly hopeless, the whole lot of them!

I didn’t have the heart to go looking for any of the other new scholars,
nor did I feel like seeing any of the other cultural agencies. For I knew that
every new man I met would reduce my hopes for finding the ideal leader
for the Cat People, and each new cultural agency that I visited would only
cause me to shed a few more tears. What was the point in it?

Young Scorpion had had the right idea: he’d not taken me to see these
things, nor had he explained beforehand what I would encounter. He had
simply suggested that I go and see for myself. His acting in this way carried
with it a significance that went far beyond any words that he might have
used.

I passed a library and felt like going in to have a look, but was afraid of
being the victim of an empty-bookshelf hoax. But then I saw a group of
students come out. They must have gone there to read, I thought, and my
interest was aroused again. Although the library didn’t seem to have been
very well kept up, it was still intact and really quite presentable.

As soon as I went through the front door, I saw that there were several
large white characters brushed on the wall that looked as though they had
just been written: LIBRARY REVOLT. Now who was it, I wondered, that
the library was supposed to revolt against? Since I’m not really all that
bright, I couldn’t figure it out right away. Entirely wrapped up in pondering
the meaning of the characters on the wall, I took a few more steps when out
of nowhere, someone on the floor grabbed me around the legs and shouted,
‘Help!”

There were ten or so people lying on the floor. I recognised the one who
had me by the leg as one of the modern scholars. Their hands and feet were
bound. As soon as I untied them, they took off like fish that had been
thrown back into the water. Finally, only the modern scholar was left.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘Another revolution. It’s the Library Revolution this time!” he said
tremblingly.

‘And whom is the library revolting against?’



‘No, that’s not it. They’re revolting against the library! Look here.” He
pointed to his legs.

He was wearing a pair of short pants. But what did that have to do with
the library revolt?

‘Well, it was like this. You wear trousers, right? Well, we modern
scholars specialise in the introduction of foreign scholarship, mores and
customs; hence, we too began wearing trousers as a kind of revolutionary
enterprise.’

I wondered to myself if revolutionary enterprise is as easy to engage in as
all that?

‘Well, it was like this. I started wearing trousers and that’s where the
trouble began. The university students next door noticed this new
revolutionary enterprise and came over demanding trousers of me. You see,
I am the head librarian and whenever I sell library books, I always have to
give the students a cut of the profits because they too are ardent followers
of Everybody Shareskyism. I have to sell books or I wouldn’t be able to live,
but when I make a sale I had better be sure that they get their cut. You see,
adherents of Everybody Shareskyism will kill a man without thinking twice
about it. They’re so used to Shareskyism that when they saw me start to
wear trousers, it was natural that they wanted their “sharesky”. But where in
the world was I to get enough money to make trousers for everyone? And
so they started a counter-revolution. My wearing trousers was originally a
revolutionary enterprise, but since they couldn’t afford to wear trousers,
they decided to turn the revolution on me. They tied us all up and
confiscated all of my savings!’

‘But didn’t they steal any books?’ I wasn’t too worried about the losses
of an individual.

“There are no books to steal. We finished selling them fifteen years back.
We don’t do anything now except put things in order.’

‘But if you have no books, what’s left to put in order?’

“The rooms. We’re preparing another bit of revolutionary enterprise:
we’re going to turn this library into a hotel. We’ll still call it a library, but
we’ll be able to rent out rooms and take in a little money. Actually in the



past soldiers have often commandeered the place for quarters anyway; at
least civilians will be a bit more tidy.” I really admired the Cat People’s
business sense, but I didn’t dare listen to any more lest my silent admiration
turn into open vituperation!
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ANYONE FOR A BRAWL?

THERE WAS another heavy rain during the night, but like all rains in Cat
Country, it was totally incapable of inspiring one with poetic feeling; and no
matter how I tried to settle my spirits, I couldn’t rid myself of a certain
tense anxiety. Sounds of collapsing buildings followed hard one upon the
other, and the whole city was as a ship battered by a storm, a ship on which
there was not a single cabin that was not constantly assailed by quaking
terror. It occurred to me that a few more days of such heavy rains would be
enough to totally destroy Cat City, an extinction that would perhaps be a
merciful end. It was not that I hoped for such an inhumane thing, but rather
that I was depressed and anxious about the Cat People. Why were they
living? And after all, what kind of life was it that they were living? I still
didn’t understand Cat Country. I was only aware that history is capable of
perpetrating wild and absurd errors, and I had a vague feeling that I was
watching the Cat People suffer punishment for the sins of history. I readily
grant that this may have been an overly-abstract and somewhat mystical
way of thinking, but that is how I felt at the time.

Everybody Shareskyism — 1 thought of that expression again. Since I
couldn’t get to sleep anyway, I passed the time in idle dreaming. Regardless
of whether this expression — like so many of the other foreignisms used by
Cat People — had any meaning or not, the Cat People had, I thought,
suffered greatly from its harmful effects. I thought of what I'd been told
about there being a number of students who believed in Everybody
Shareskyism. If 1 were to stick to my plan of finding out everything there
was to know about Cat City, then it would be necessary for me to gain some



understanding of their political conditions. From the history of the various
nations on Earth, I had learned that students often serve as yeast to the
bread of political thought, for the minds of students are the most sensitive,
even though their enthusiasms are also the most shallow. If it turned out to
be the case that the intellectual sensitivity of Cat Country’s students was
limited to the acceptance of a few new and quaint expressions, then I had
better close my eyes to the future of their civilisation! I realised that it was
not fair to blame only the students, but because I had originally entertained
so many hopes for them, I could not help but express a double measure of
censure. I would simply have to look into their political system. I was so
anxious to see Young Scorpion again that I couldn’t get to sleep all night.
Although he had told me that he didn’t understand politics, I felt that at
least he’d be able to fill me in on some of the historical background of Cat
Country. Without such historical depth, I would not be able to understand
the contemporary scene, for I had, after all, lived here for only a very short
time. I got up very early in order to buttonhole Young Scorpion before he
went out.

“Tell me about Everybody Shareskyism,” 1 said, as though I too had
become an enthusiast.

‘It’s a kind of political theory that holds that everyone lives for the sake
of everyone else,” replied Young Scorpion, chewing on a reverie leaf.
“‘Under this kind of political system, everybody works, everybody’s happy
and everybody’s secure. Society is a great machine and each individual is a
part of the works. Each man is a happy, secure and useful little bolt or cog.
It’s really not bad.’

‘Has any country on Mars ever before practised this kind of theory?’

‘Many have. It’s been practised for over two centuries now.’

‘And Cat Country?’

Young Scorpion’s eyes filled with such despair that I was quite alarmed,
and it was a long time before he was able to speak. ‘Yes, we made quite a
commotion about it too. I use the phrase, “made a commotion” out of
design, for we have never really practised any theory.’

‘What do you mean by “made a commotion”?’



‘If you spank your child because he is naughty and, having found out
about it, I give mine a good hiding — not because he is naughty, but because
you have spanked yours and I feel that I must do likewise — then with
regard to family affairs that would be “making a commotion”. The same
applies to politics.’

“You seem to be saying that you never work out your own ways of
dealing with your own affairs, but always “make a commotion” on the basis
of other people’s ideas as fast as they come up with them. To make an
analogy, it’s as though you never build your own houses but always live in
rented ones.’

‘Or perhaps it would be an even closer analogy to say it’s as if — though
there’s no reason for us to do so — we insist on wearing trousers simply
because we’ve seen other people with them on. And then, rather than
having them cut to the measure of our own legs, we simply go and buy any
old pair of ready-made ones.’

‘Tell me something of your past history,” I said. ‘Even if you did only
“make a commotion”, still even a commotion should have made some
change in the status quo, shouldn’t it?’

‘And all change is necessarily improvement and progress, is that it?’

Young Scorpion was really quite a guy! I smiled and waited for him to go
on. He reflected for a long time before saying, “Where should I begin?
Altogether there are some twenty countries on Mars and each one has its
own distinctive political system and characteristic reforms. When by chance
one of us hears about the distinctive system of another country, then the rest
of us “make a commotion”. Or if perchance we hear that such-and-such a
country has made a certain political reform, then we rush in to make a
similar “commotion”. As a result, other people’s distinctive systems still
remain their own, and their reforms engender genuine changes, but we
remain forever what we are. If you’re interested in what it is that’s
distinctive about us, it’s this: the more “commotions” we make, the worse
shape we’re in.’

‘But, theory aside, let me have a few facts, no matter how disconnected
they may be,’ I entreated him.



‘Well, let’s begin with “brawls”.’

‘What does “brawl” mean?’

‘Well it’s the same as with trousers: we didn’t have any originally. I don’t
know whether or not you have a thing like brawls on the Earth or not. No,
they’re not really “things”, but rather a kind of organised political group.
Everybody bands together to support a certain political position or
programme.’

‘We have that too. We call them “political parties”.’

‘All right, call them “political parties” or whatever you like. At any rate,
when they get to us, “political parties” are translated into “brawls”. You see,
since ancient times the emperor has kept a tight reign on everyone, and the
common people were never allowed to express their opinions. Then
suddenly the news arrived from abroad that the people ought also to have
the right to take a hand in government affairs. Well, to us — no matter how
we thought about it that could only mean one thing: the people ought to
have the right to stir up a good brawl. Moreover, ever since ancient times
we have always taken “minding one’s own business” as a standard of
morality. And then one day, out of a clear blue sky, we heard that everybody
ought to band together into parties or associations in order to mind other
people’s business. We started leafing through our ancient books, but try as
we might, we couldn’t find an appropriate word to translate the concept of
“party”. “Brawl” seemed closest to it, so we settled on brawl. Why else
would people group together, if not to stir up a brawl? Didn’t I tell you that
I didn’t understand politics? Ever since we started having brawls, there have
been a good many political changes. I can’t enumerate all of them in detail,
but I can give you some facts, rough though they may be.’

‘Go ahead, a rough outline will do very nicely.” I was only afraid that he
wouldn’t go on.

“The first political reform probably came just after the demand was made
that the emperor let the people have a hand in the government. Of course,
he refused, and at that point the People’s Suffrage Brawl drew some
military men into its ranks. The emperor, seeing things take this
inauspicious turn, made officials of the leaders of the brawl, and then they



began to devote themselves so exclusively to their official duties that they
completely forgot about the People’s Suffrage Brawl.

‘As luck would have it, at just that point some other people heard that we
really didn’t need to have an emperor to begin with, and they organised still
another brawl: the Government by the People Brawl. The emperor saw
clearly that the only way to handle this brawl would be to organise a
counter-brawl of his own. Anyone who joined the emperor’s brawl was paid
a thousand National Souls per month. When the members of the
Government by the People Brawl found out about it, visions of wealth
began to dance before their eyes. They immediately panicked and fell over
each other in reaffirming their allegiance to the emperor. But the emperor
was still somewhat put out with the members of the Government by the
People Brawl and only allowed them a salary of one hundred National
Souls a month. They were satisfied at first, but not long afterwards he had
to raise them to a hundred-and-three in order to hold their allegiance. The
fact that these people were given a monthly salary for no work attracted
everybody’s attention and before you knew it, there were brawls of ten
members, two members, and even some of only one. There was no end to
the names that the brawls went by.’

‘Excuse me for asking, but did the real, down-to-earth common people
take part in any of these brawls?’

‘I was just getting to that. How could one expect the common people to
take part? They were ignorant, uninformed and uneducated. The only thing
that they could do was stand around and wait until someone decided to
exploit them; they were absolutely helpless. And yet every single brawl that
was organised proclaimed that it was “for the country and for the common
people”. But when the leaders of the brawls obtained official posts, they’d
take the emperor’s money just like anyone else; and the emperor’s money
was all milked out of the common people whom the brawl leaders claimed
they wanted to help in the first place. And if they couldn’t get official
positions, then they’d ally themselves with the military and put the people
in shackles that way. The more brawls that were organised, the worse off
the common people became and the poorer the country got.’



I butted in again. ‘Do you mean to say that there were no good people in
the brawls? Wasn’t there a single one who was genuinely devoted to the
interests of the country and people?’

‘Of course there were! But you have to remember that even “good
people” have to eat, and even “revolutionaries” have to make love. Food
and love both take money. And thus people began to shift their interests
from revolution to devising ways of making money. Once they had enough
money for food and a wife, they became slaves to their salaries. They lost
all hope of getting out from under, and all thoughts of revolution, politics,
country and the common people were consigned, once and for all, to
oblivion.’

‘Do you mean that nobody who has food and a job will engage in
political activity?’ I asked.

“The common people are too ignorant to be interested in revolutions. The
rich people are well-informed enough to revolt but, of course, they don’t
dare do anything. For if a rich man so much as moves, the emperor, or the
military or brawl members will immediately confiscate his property. But if
he just braves things through patiently without making a move, then he can
purchase a minor post and preserve at least some of his property, although
he may not be able to hold on to all of it. But if he made any move at all, he
would lose everything he had. So that rules out the common people and the
rich folk as potential revolutionaries.

“The only people who can safely engage in politics are people who have
been abroad, or students in the schools, or gangsters, or local bandits, or
military men who can read a few characters. You see, when these people
move into politics, they are bound to gain, and when they retire from
politics they can be certain of suffering no loss. If they make a brawl,
they’ll have enough to eat; and if they don’t make a brawl, they’ll still have
enough to eat. Thus, in our country revolution has become a kind of
profession.

‘Consequently after all these years of making brawls, only two striking
features have emerged: first, in politics we have had change but no reform,
so the more that democratic ways of thinking have developed, the poorer



our people have become; and secondly, the more political brawls that have
been organised, the shallower our youth have become. The students spend
their time in politics instead of study; consequently, even when they do
achieve positions of power — even though they may genuinely want to save
the country — they are so poorly educated that all they can do is stand back
and stare at the things to be done like blank-eyed idiots. For during their
school years when they should have been acquiring the ability and
knowledge necessary for handling national affairs, they wasted their time in
engaging in politics. This really pleased the old folks no end; for although
they were just as ignorant as the young people, still they had many more
wicked ideas about how to get along in the world than did the young. Since
the young people didn’t have time to learn anything in school, when they
finally did achieve positions of power, they had to go to the old people to
find out how to do things, and that’s just what the wily old foxes were
waiting for. Thus our revolutions looked after themselves, but the real
directing power behind them has always remained in the hands of those
wily old foxes.

‘Since the ideas of the young are muddle-headed and the schemes of the
old are sly, everybody has come to believe that politics is a kind of
“muddling through” carried out on the social plane. If one is good at this
kind of “muddling through”, then one obtains everything his heart desires;
and if one isn’t good at it, then he falls flat on his face. As a result of all
this, the students in our schools don’t bother to study any more. All they do
is memorise a little of the new jargon, learn a few of the old people’s crafty
schemes, and then present themselves to the world as political geniuses.’

I let him rest for a while and then said. ‘You haven’t got to Everybody
Shareskyism yet.’

‘Well, the more brawls that came into being, the more impoverished our
people became because everybody’s efforts were devoted to the brawls and
nobody paid any attention to economics. At that point, Everybody
Shareskyism arrived in Cat Country. Shareskyism emphasised the people
and was strongly grounded in economics. Until the arrival of Shareskyism,
despite the large number of revolutions we had gone through, the emperor



had never fallen. For whenever a new brawl became popular, the emperor
would simply announce that he believed in the same programme and would
even like to become leader of the brawl. Then he would secretly contribute
funds in large amounts and the brawl members would make him head.
Therefore, a poet once praised our emperor as “Ruler of the Ten Thousand
Brawls”.

‘However, when Everybody Shareskyism arrived, everything changed.
One of our emperors was actually murdered, and at long last a brawl
actually came into power, the Everybody Shareskyism brawl. Since this
brawl advocated getting rid of everyone except honest-to-goodness peasants
and workers, quite a few people were killed; but there was nothing unusual
about this, for in Cat Country we have always killed people without so
much as a second thought. Actually, it might not have been a bad idea if
they had really slaughtered all of the superfluous people, sparing only
peasants and workers. But Cat People after all, are still Cat People, and
even when Kkilling people they are bound to introduce some variations on
the theme. For instance, if a man gave enough money, he was spared; and
those who had someone influential to put in a word for them were also
spared. Consequently, those who ought to have been killed were not; and
those who ought to have been spared, on the contrary, lost their lives. The
ones who ought to have been killed but weren’t, wormed their way into the
Everybody Shareskyism brawl and started corrupting it with wily schemes
from within. The result was that more and more people died every day, but
the orthodox principles of the brawl were never put into practice.

‘But the best was yet to come. Everybody Shareskyism advocated
allocating jobs on the basis of ability while at the same time equalising
compensation for all jobs. To realise such a programme, it would have been
necessary to reconstruct our economy and revamp our education. However,
the members of our Everybody Shareskyism brawl didn’t understand
economics to begin with and had even less conception of the problems
involved in creating a new system of education. Consequently, when all the
killing was over, everybody just stood around and stared blankly at each
other. They had hoped to build the new society on a base of peasants and



workers, but they didn’t have the foggiest notions of what agriculture or
work were.

‘For openers, they equalised the distribution of land. After everybody had
acquired his fair share, reverie trees were planted and everyone bore up as
best he could until the trees reached maturity. The workers were eager to
work, but there was nothing for them to do. And so they killed off some
more people, in the belief that the minority left after the slaughter would be
easier to provide for. It’s as though one were to say that when your skin
itches, you’ll be much better off if you tear away that part of it. That’s about
all I have to say about our experience with Everybody Shareskyism.

‘It was exactly the same as with all the other political theories that came
from abroad. In other countries they were really good programmes that
prescribed the right medicine for the right disease. But when they got to us,
they changed so that rather than being cures, they turned into the carriers of
fresh diseases. We ourselves never carefully examined either the new
programmes or our old problems; consequently, we suffered all the pain
associated with revolution, but derived none of the benefits. Other people
revolt in order to put new plans and policies into practice. We revolt only in
order to “stir up a brawl”. Because we are fundamentally lacking in
knowledge, we are forced to turn our attention away from attacking
problems to attacking people. Because we concentrate on attacking people,
everybody utterly forgets about the lofty character that is demanded of
people engaged in revolutionary enterprise. Instead, we can do nothing but
attack each other in the basest ways imaginable. And so the result of several
years of Everybody Shareskyism, other than slaughtering people, is for
everybody to stand around and stare blankly at each other.

‘In the end the leader of the Everybody Shareskyism brawl became our
next emperor! From Everybody Shareskyism to the throne — what a non
sequitur! What a nightmare! But when you come to think of it, there’s
nothing very odd about it, for Cat People have never understood what
government is in the first place. Having royally bungled Everybody
Shareskyism, we had no choice but to set up an emperor again. And with the
emperor back, at least we were able to put an end to all of our indecision.



“To this very day, we still have an emperor, and he is still known as the
“Ruler of the Ten Thousand Brawls”! And down to this very day we still
have people who believe in Everybody Shareskyism too.’

Young Scorpion was weeping.
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SOME GENERALS PREFER BOUDOIRS
TO BATTLEFIELDS

EVEN IF everything that Young Scorpion said were true, it still didn’t
constitute a constructive critique. What good was there in being so
pessimistic? Of course, having come from a peaceful and happy China, I
was inclined towards optimism and somehow or other felt there was still
some hope for Cat Country. (A healthy man usually finds it difficult to
understand why a sick one takes such a dim view of things. People should
always keep up their hopes — as a matter of fact, hope is really one of
mankind’s responsibilities; for despair is a sign of self-abandonment, while
hope is the mother of all endeavour.) I didn’t believe for a moment that if
the Cat People united their strength, they could still fail to achieve any
positive accomplishments. There were many, many factors that inhibited the
development of Cat Country and prevented their politics from getting on the
right track. On the basis of what I had seen and heard, I was not fully aware
of all the difficulties that they faced, but the Cat People were, after all, still
people; and people are creatures who are capable of surmounting any
difficulty that may face them.

I decided to find Old Scorpion and see if I could get him to introduce me
to a few of the leading political figures of Cat City. If I were able to meet a
few clear-headed people, perhaps I could obtain some critical opinion that
was more substantial and constructive than that which Young Scorpion had
given me. Actually, I ought to have interviewed the common people first,



but they were so frightened of foreigners that I couldn’t really think of any
way of getting close to them.

Of course, given the lack of an informed populace, one couldn’t
reasonably expect to find a well-ordered political system. But on the other
hand, precisely because the populace was uncritical, it should be somewhat
easier to get a political movement going if one could only find a genuine
statesman willing to exert himself for the people and the nation. Even
though I had never relished the prospect of being the minion of an intrepid
leader, I decided to continue my search for the ideal hero; perhaps I’d find
just such a leader among the leading political figures of Cat Country. I
happened to arrive just at a time when Old Scorpion was holding a party. |
assumed that since he was one of the most important personages in Cat
City, I’d be sure to find some statesmen among the invited guests. This
should be an excellent opportunity.

I had not been to this side of the street for several days now. The street
was as bustling as ever; it brought to mind the swarming of ants, though it
didn’t remind one of their industry. I didn’t understand what attraction this
broken-down old city possessed that it could arouse such a longing to be in
it. Perhaps it was because the rural economy had totally collapsed, making
city life appear at least preferable to life on the farms. There was one
improvement: because of the frequent rains recently, this section wasn’t
nearly as foul-smelling as it had been. It seemed that the Old Man in the
Sky had sparked a ‘Sanitation Movement’ for the Cat People!

Old Scorpion was not at home even though I arrived at precisely the
agreed time. While I waited, I was entertained by the man who had brought
food to me while I was in the reverie forest. Since we were acquaintances of
sorts, he told me straight out, ‘If you make an appointment for noon, then
you ought to come in the evening; and if you make an appointment for the
evening, then you ought to come at dawn. And sometimes, you simply
ought to come a few days later. It’s our custom, you know.’ I was very
grateful for his advice and went on to ask him who the guests were. I had
decided that if there weren’t any people among the guests whom I wanted
to meet, I would simply leave now and not come back.



“The guests are all important personages,” he said, ‘otherwise we
wouldn’t be able to get foreigners to come.’ Fine then, I'd be sure to come
back, but where would I go to pass the time meanwhile? I suddenly came
up with an idea. I’d interview this man! I still had a few National Souls left
in my pocket. I gave them to him. The rest of it, of course, was easygoing.
You see, National Souls can unlock Cat People’s mouths. We went up on
the roof to conduct the interview. I asked him what the people milling about
below did for a living.

“You mean these people?’ He pointed down to the sea of Cat People on
the street. “They don’t do anything.’

Here we go again, I thought to myself. ‘Then how do they get their
food?’

‘They don’t eat food; they eat reverie leaves.’

‘And where do the reverie leaves come from?’

‘If one man becomes a major official, then a mass of people get enough
reverie leaves to eat. In other words, those people down there are all
relatives and friends of officials. When a man becomes a great official, he
plants and sells reverie leaves; but he sets some aside to distribute to his
relatives and friends. If a man becomes a minor official, then he buys
reverie leaves and is still able to distribute some to his relatives and friends.
And if a man doesn’t become an official at all, then he just waits around for
a few reverie leaves to come his way.’

“There must be a large number of officials then.’

‘Except for the unemployed, everybody is an official. I’'m an official
myself.” He smiled ever so slightly. Perhaps he intended this smile as
revenge for my contemptuous treatment of him in the past (I had pulled off
a piece of his scalp in the reverie forest).

‘Do all officials have money?’

“Yes. The emperor gives it to them.’

‘But if nobody plants crops or works, how does the emperor get his
money?’

‘He sells national treasures and land. You foreigners love to buy our land
and national treasures; otherwise we’d have no income.” He was right. The



Museum of Antiquities, the library — all of it fit together in a single piece.

‘And how about you, yourself? Do you see anything wrong in selling off
land and treasures?’

‘As long as we get the money, it’s all right.’

“Then all in all, I take it that you have no economic problems?’

This question seemed a bit too deep for him and it was quite a while
before he replied. ‘In years past, economic problems did give us a lot of
trouble, but nobody talks about that any more.’

“You mean that in years past people did till the soil and work?’

“That’s right. But now the countryside is almost empty. Of course, people
in the city still have to buy things, but all these things are now sold by
foreigners. And since there’s no longer any need for us to plant crops or
work, everyone is idle.’

“Then why do people still want to become officials? An official certainly
can’t be idle. And since a man gets reverie leaves to eat whether he’s an
official or not, why does anyone want to burden himself down with official
responsibilities?’

‘When you’re an official, you get more money, can buy more foreign
imports, and can even take on a few more wives. If you don’t take a post,
then all you get is a small allowance of reverie leaves. Furthermore, being
an official is certainly no burden, for there are more officials than there are
things to do. Sometimes our officials can’t find anything to do even when
they want to.’

‘I have another question. If reverie leaves are all you have to eat, how is
it that the ambassador’s wife didn’t eat them?’

‘Well, it’s possible to eat ordinary food if you want to, but it’s terribly
expensive. If you want meat and vegetables, you have to buy foreign
imports. And let me tell you that when you insisted on ordinary food back
there in the reverie forest, you cost the boss a pretty penny. Madam
Ambassador was an oddball. If she had been willing to eat reverie leaves,
people would have supplied her free of charge, but nobody had enough
money to keep her in meats and vegetables. She used to take her eight
sexpots out to the countryside to gather weeds and wild vegetables.’



‘And meat?’

“There’s no place to get any meat, unless you buy it from abroad. When
people were still getting by on a diet of half reverie leaves and half ordinary
food — this was a long time back — the people ate up all the fresh meat so
there was not a single animal or bird left. Have you ever seen an animal or
bird here in Cat Country?’

I thought about it for a while and concluded that he was right. ‘But wait a
minute, how about those white-tailed hawks?’

“You’re right. They’re the only ones left. If it weren’t for the fact that
their meat is poisonous, they would have become extinct a long time ago
too.’

You Cat People yourselves are on the verge of extinction, I thought to
myself. Ants and bees have needs, but no economic problems. But even
though they’re free of economic problems, they still have the instinct to go
on working; in that respect, they are much superior to Cat People. The Cat
People no longer had any economy or government worth speaking of, but
even so they still couldn’t resist competing against each other until they had
created chaos. I don’t know who had been guilty of creating such inferior
products — creatures who had neither the instinct of ants nor the wisdom of
human beings. Perhaps the god who had made the Cat People intended
them as a joke. They had schools, but no education; politicians, but no
government; people, but no personal integrity; faces, but no concept of face.
One had to admit that their god had gone a little too far with his little joke.

But no matter what, I was still determined to have a look at those
important personages. I had already been forced into admitting my inability
in coming up with a solution to the problems of the Cat People; now I’d see
if their own bigwigs had any ideas. On the surface of things, the solution to
their main problem seemed ridiculously simple: carry out an equal
redistribution of reverie leaves and thus bring into being a Reverie Leaf
Everybody Shareskyism. But this would lead them right down a leaf-strewn
path to oblivion! No, that wasn’t the solution. One would have to turn back
the clock, prohibit the consumption of reverie leaves, and revive agriculture
and industry! That was the only way to really prevent the Cat People from



bringing about their own destruction. But who could possibly shoulder a
responsibility of such magnitude? For such a task was certainly nothing else
than trying to transform gnats and flies into human beings! What
monumental strength, what unflagging effort, and what iron decision would
be necessary if the Cat People were ever to make that transformation. Were
they capable of it? I seemed to be becoming as pessimistic as Young
Scorpion.

Old Scorpion returned. He was somewhat thinner than I remembered him
being in the reverie forest, but he seemed as wily and full of schemes as
ever, if not more so. There was no need for me to stand on ceremony with
him, so I asked straight out, “‘Why have you invited all these guests?’

‘No reason in particular. Just getting together for a chat.’

I could tell from this that there was certainly something important afoot.
There were many questions that I wanted to ask him, and yet I had
somehow or other conceived such a loathing for him that I felt that the less I
said to him, the better I would feel.

The guests continued to arrive. I had never seen any of them before, and
they weren’t the least bit like ordinary Cat People. No sooner had they been
introduced to me than they were calling me ‘old friend’. I rudely announced
that I was from Earth. My somewhat impolite intention, of course, was to
show that ‘old friend’ was inappropriate. However, they seemed to interpret
this sour note in my speech as the sweetest of harmonies, for they went
right on calling me ‘old friend’ with redoubled pleasantry. A dozen or so
additional guests arrived. I was in luck: they were all politicians. I soon
observed that this new group could be divided into three factions.

The first was Old Scorpion’s faction. They used ‘old friend’ very
comfortably, although there was something a little strained in the way they
said it. The members of this faction were all a bit older than the others and I
was reminded of the ‘wily old foxes’ that Young Scorpion had told me
about.

The members of the second faction were a bit younger and especially
courteous to foreigners. They were constantly smiling, but their smiles were
such vacant ones that you could tell at a glance that their pride was based



entirely on the fact that they had just begun to learn some of the old foxes’
wicked tricks, though they had not yet mastered their entire line of
depravity.

The third faction was the youngest. Their use of ‘old friend’ was so
unnatural that one would have thought that they were ashamed of saying it.
Old Scorpion made a point of introducing me to this third faction. ‘These
“old friends” have just come from over there,” he said. What he meant
wasn’t very clear to me, but given the situation, it wasn’t convenient to
press him. A bit later it dawned on me that by ‘over there’ he meant the
schools. The members of this faction were brand-new hands at politics. I
was very curious to find out how people who had just come from ‘over
there’ had got hooked up with these old foxes.

The feast began — my first in Cat City. We started with reverie leaves, just
as I had expected.

When we finished, I anticipated I might well see some new mischief. I
wasn’t disappointed. Old Scorpion announced. ‘In order to welcome our
newly-arrived friends from “over there”, we’ll let them select the prostitutes
for the evening.’

The ones who had just arrived from ‘over there’ smiled, winked, and
were bashful and proud at the same time. They all began mumbling to
themselves, ‘Everybody Sharesky. Everybody Sharesky.’ 1 felt as pained as
when a loved one is on the verge of death. This then was what their
Everybody Shareskyism amounted to! When they were still ‘over there’ they
had continuously advocated new programmes and -isms. But as soon as
they arrived ‘over here’ they began Everybody Sharesky-ing the local
whores. That was the limit! Since there was no point in saying anything, I
sat back to see what would happen next.

The prostitutes arrived and everyone had another round of reverie leaves.
From beneath the grey hair on the faces of the young politicians a rosy glow
began to show through, and they started glancing furtively at Old Scorpion.
The latter smiled and said, ‘Please make yourselves perfectly at home.
There’s no need to stand on ceremony.’



Upon this invitation, the young politicians took the prostitutes by the
hands and led them down below. Old Scorpion, of course, had already
prepared pleasure rooms for them.

After they had gone down, he smiled at the two remaining groups of
politicians and said, ‘All right, now that they’ve gone, let’s get down to
business.” My guess had been right — he had invited them here because
something important was afoot.

‘Have you all heard about it already?’ Old Scorpion asked.

The old ones showed no reaction at all; it seemed that their eyes were all
turned inward on their own worlds. One of the middle-aged ones started to
nod his head, but sensing that no one else was nodding, simply continued
the upward motion of his face to make it look as though watching the sky
had been his intention in the first place.

I laughed out loud.

Everyone became even more solemn, a solemnity that they expressed
with a serious laugh. You see, they had to join me, for I was a foreigner.

A long time passed, then finally one of the middle-aged ones summoned
the nerve to speak. ‘I’ve heard a little bit, but I’'m not sure — I’ve absolutely
no idea as to whether the news is reliable.’

‘It’s reliable enough. My troops have already been defeated!” Old
Scorpion was perceptibly shaken. It must have been his personal bodyguard
that had been defeated for him to get that worked-up about it.

Everyone was quiet again. As time passed their breathing slowed so
much that one would have thought that they were afraid they’d damage the
hair in their nostrils if they breathed too hard.

‘Gentlemen, shall we pick a few prostitutes to keep us company?’
suggested Old Scorpion.

This brought the cat-men back to life. ‘Fine, fine! How can one come up
with any good plans without women? Bring on the girls!’

Another group of prostitutes arrived and everyone was quite jovial. By
now the sun was about to set, but from start to finish, no one had discussed
anything that had anything to do with politics.



‘Thank you! Thank you! See you tomorrow!’ They all led their
prostitutes away.

The young politicians crawled back up again, the faint flush in their
cheeks now replaced by a touch of greyish-green. They didn’t even say
thank you, but just kept muttering ‘Everybody Sharesky.’

I concluded that a civil war had started and that Old Scorpion’s troops
were losing. He had, no doubt, invited all these people over in order to seek
their help; but apparently they weren’t willing to come to his aid. If my
guess was right, then their refusal to help Old Scorpion might prove a good
thing for Cat Country.

Old Scorpion seemed genuinely worried. As I was leaving, I asked, ‘How
were your soldiers defeated?’

“The foreigners have invaded!’
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HAWK

ALTHOUGH THE sun had not yet completely set, there was not so much as a
ghost to be seen on the street. Slogans, however, had already appeared on
the walls in huge white characters: ABSOLUTE RESISTANCE; TO SAVE
COUNTRY IS TO SAVE ONESELF; DOWN WITH AGGRESSION-
ISM . .. My brain was a murky ox rolling in the mud. Although I was the
only one on the street, I felt as though there wasn’t enough air to go round
in this living city of death. Old Scorpion’s “The foreigners have invaded!’
still sounded in my ears like a mournful tocsin. But why had they invaded?
It was obvious that Old Scorpion was scared out of his wits or he would
have explained the situation to me in greater detail. But scared as he was, he
had not forgotten his social obligations and had not neglected to provide his
guests with prostitutes — that was past all comprehension! And that bunch
of politicians! The enemy was invading and they still had the heart to call in
whores and take their pleasure without so much as mentioning a word about
the affairs of state! More than ever, I felt that I would never understand how
the minds of the Cat People worked.

The only thing left to do was go and look for Young Scorpion. Although I
didn’t approve of his overly-pessimistic attitude, I had to admit that he was
the only clear-headed person around. Besides, after seeing the politicians,
how could I blame him for his pessimism any more?

The sun was below the horizon. A beautiful layer of clouds tinged half
the sky red with the reflected rays of the dying sun. And below the clouds, a
tenuous mist reflected the cruel melancholy of the land, setting off in even
brighter hues the glory of the sky. A gentle breeze blew against my chest



and back. Not so much as a dog’s bark was to be heard. Even in primitive
times, I thought, things must have been somewhat livelier than this. And
this was a great city! My tears fell like strung beads.

I arrived at Young Scorpion’s place and went to my room. There was
someone sitting in the shadows and although I couldn’t see clearly enough
to tell who it was, I could make out that it wasn’t Young Scorpion, for this
man was taller.

‘Who is it?’ He asked in a loud voice. I could tell from his tone that he
was no ordinary representative of the Cat People, for none of them would
have dared to ask a question so boldly and aggressively.

‘I’m the man who came from Earth,’ I answered.

‘Have a seat, Mr Earth!” There was a slightly imperious tone to his voice,
but it was so open and frank that one didn’t mind.

‘Who are you?’ My tone of voice was a bit gruff too as I sat down beside
him. Now that I was closer, I saw that he was not only tall, but very broad
as well. The hairs on his face were so long that they seemed to cover the
openings to his ears, mouth and nose. The only thing exposed in the heavy
tangle of hair that covered his face was a pair of very bright eyes which
reminded one of two bright little eggs in a bird’s nest.

‘I’'m Hawk,’ he said. ‘People call me “Hawk”, but that’s not my real
name.’

‘Why “Hawk”?’

‘Because they’re afraid of me. In our country, good men are seen as
fright’nin’ and hateful — that’s why they call me Hawk.’

I looked up at the darkening sky and saw that now there was only a single
puff of cloud left; it was tinged with red and hung like a lonely flower over
Hawk’s head. I went blank for a moment and couldn’t think of anything to
ask him. My mind was still preoccupied with the glorious image of a
Martian sunset.

‘I don’t dare go out in the day and so I waited until the ev’nin’ to come
lookin’ for Young Scorpion,’ he volunteered.

‘Why not in the daytime?’ It seemed that only the first half of his
statement had got through to me and thus I emphasised that part of it.



“There’s nobody, ’cept Young Scorpion who’s not my enemy. Why
should I go out in the daytime and make things tough on myself? I don’t
live in the city. I live in the mountains. I walked all night yesterday and hid
all day today. Just got into the city a little while ago. Have you got anything
to eat? I haven’t had a bite all day.’

‘I’ve only got reverie leaves.’

‘No thanks. Wouldn’t touch ’em if I were starvin’! A man can’t move out
after eatin’ reverie leaves.’

This was the first cat-man I’d met who had any guts. I called Revery in
hopes that she could cook up something. I was sure she was there, but
apparently she didn’t want to come to us.

‘Forget it. The women are all afraid of me too. What’s so bad about goin’
hungry for a few days more or less anyhow? Seein’ as I’m about to turn in
my chips anyway, why should I be afraid of goin’ hungry?’

“The foreigners have invaded, haven’t they?’ I managed to ask.

‘Right. That’s why I’m here lookin’ for Young Scorpion.’

‘But how can he help? He’s too pessimistic, too much the romantic.’ I
really shouldn’t have criticised my friend like that, but at times candour can
be a virtue.

‘He’s that way because he’s smart. As for bein’ — what was the second
thing you said he was too of? I didn’t catch what you meant. But no matter
what it was, if I had to find a guy who would die with me, he’s the only one
who would be up to it. Pessimists are afraid of livin’, but they aren’t afraid
of dyin’. Most of our people go on livin’ happy as you please; they’d still
live happy as ever even if you starved ’em down till there was nothin’ left
’cept a sack of skin. You see, they’re born that way — they just don’t know
enough to be pessimistic. Maybe I oughta say they’re born without brains.
Young Scorpion’s the only one around who knows enough to take a dim
view of things. That makes him the second good person in Cat City — that
is, if you count me as the first.’

“You’re a pessimist.” Although I thought him a bit gruff and arrogant, I
didn’t doubt his intelligence.



‘Me? Hell no! It’s exactly because I’'m not a pessimist that everybody’s
afraid of me and hates me. If I’d only picked up a bit of Young Scorpion’s
pessimism, they wouldn’t have driven me into the mountains in the first
place. The difference between me and Young Scorpion lies right there. He
despises those witless people who have lost all sense of personal integrity,
but he doesn’t dare offend ’em. I don’t hate em, but I do feel like knockin’
some sense into their heads and lettin’ ’em know that they still don’t look
up to scratch as people. So, I do offend ’em. But if push comes to shove,
Young Scorpion’s as ready to die as I am.’

‘Were you in politics before, too?’

“Yup. Now take my own way of livin’. I’m against eatin’ reverie leaves,
against whorin’ around, and against takin’ a lotta wives. So I try to talk
people out of reverie leaves, whores, and concubines. This way I manage to
offend the old guard, the new school, and everybody in general. There’s
somethin’you oughta know, Mr Earth. Here with us, anyone who wants to
suffer hardship or gain a little learnin’is thought to be a hypocrite. For
instance, I walk on my own two feet and never have to call in seven bearers
to carry me around. But when other leaders see me refusin’ to be carried
around like a bale of leaves, when they see me walkin’ on my own two legs,
what do you think their reaction is? Do you think that they take me as a
model? Hell no! They say I’'m puttin’ up a front, call me a hypocrite!

‘Whenever the politicians open their mouths it’s always “the economic”
this or “the political” that. The students are forever jawin’ about this or that
-ism. But try askin’ ’em what they mean, and they just stare at you blank as
a wall. And if you get a notion to study it out for yourself, they’ll call you a
hypocrite. And the common people? Give ’em a National Soul and they’ll
smile at you; tell ’em to cut down on reverie leaves and they’ll give you a
dirty look and call you a hypocrite. From the emperor on down to the
ordinary folk, they all take doin’ bad things as the right road of life, all take
doin’ good things or standin’ up under hardship as playin’ the hypocrite.
And that’s why everybody wanted to kill me — to get rid of a hypocrite.
Politically, I think that any political programme, no matter what kind it is,
oughta be grounded in economics; and any kind of political reform oughta



be motivated by sincerity. But none of our politicians has any notion of
economics and there isn’t a sincere one in the whole lot.

‘From beginnin’ to end, the politicians have always taken politics as a
kinda game. You give me a push; I give you a shove. Before long
everybody is talkin’ economics, and yet our agriculture and industry are
already completely bankrupt. Under these kind of conditions, if anyone like
me tries to set forth politics based on integrity and good sense — hypocrite!
You see, if they didn’t accuse me of bein’ a hypocrite, they’d have to admit
that they were wrong. Now when you admit you’re wrong, that’s a kind of
constructive criticism in itself, but they don’t understand that. A few years
back, you could blame our political decadence on a bad economic system;
but now we don’t have any more economic problems that we can use for
scapegoats.

‘It would seem to me that if we want to get back to the past glories of Cat
Country, we oughta start with the problem of personal integrity. But it’s
really too late. Once integrity is gone, there’s as little hope of gettin’ it back
again as there is of bringin’ a man back from the dead. In the last few
decades we’ve just had too many political changes, and with every change,
the value of personal integrity has gone down just that much more. The evil
always win and so now we’re settin’ up for the final victory, that’s to say
we’re waitin’ to see who’s the evilest of all. If I start talkin’ about integrity
here in Cat Country, the word no sooner leaves my lips than people spit
right in my face. In foreign countries, -isms are all good, but once we get
our hands on ’em, they all turn bad. It was through ignorance and lack of
integrity that we transformed the crops that nature gave us into reverie
leaves. But I’'m still not pessimistic. My conscience is bigger than I am,
bigger than the sun, bigger than all creation! I don’t commit suicide, nor am
I afraid of standin’ against ’em. Wherever I can exert myself to improve
things, I do. I know damn well that it does no good, but my conscience, as
I’ve said, is much bigger than my life.’

Hawk stopped talking and I heard only his heavy breathing. Although
I’'m not a hero worshipper, I had to admire the man. Since he was vilified by
tens of thousands of people, he wasn’t the kind of man one would normally



pick as the object of hero worship. He was more like a sacrificial victim
who cleanses away all the shame of his people; he was more like the
founder of a religion.

Young Scorpion came back. I had never known him to return so late, and
I was sure there was some special reason for his delay.

‘I’ve come.” Hawk stood up and rushed to the side of his old friend.

“You couldn’t have picked a better time.” Young Scorpion embraced
Hawk and the two wept. I knew that things must be in a critical state,
although I was still ignorant of the details.

‘But,” Young Scorpion’s tone showed that he seemed to know that Hawk
was fully aware of what was going on, ‘your arrival won’t make a great
deal of difference.’

‘I know. As a matter of fact, it’s more likely that I’ll get in your way, but
I had to come. Our opportunity to die has finally arrived,” Hawk said as the
two men sat down.

‘And how will you die?’ asked Young Scorpion.

‘I yield the empty glory of death on the battlefield to you. I have in mind
a somewhat inglorious, but not entirely useless, end. How many men do
you have now?’

‘Not too many. Father’s troops retreated before the battle started, and the
soldiers of the other leaders are preparing to fall back at this very moment.
I’m afraid that Big Horsefly’s men are the only ones left who might be
willing to take orders from me. But when they hear that you’re here, I don’t
know what they’ll do.’

‘I know,” said Hawk calmly. ‘Can you bring your father’s troops under
your command?’

“There’s not much hope of that.’

‘How about killin’ one or two of their officers as a show of strength.’

‘But my father didn’t turn over his military command to me, and they
know it.’

‘Why don’t you spread a rumour to the effect that I have a big body of
troops under me, but we all refuse to accept your orders, and . . .’



“That might work. Even though you don’t have a single solitary soldier, if
I spread a rumour, there will be some who will believe it. But then what do
we do?’

‘Kill me and display my head in the street as a warnin’ to any troops who
refuse to accept your orders. What do you think?’

“The plan has its merits, but I’d first have to spread the rumour that my
father has relinquished his command to me.’

‘Well then, you’d better get started. The enemy is almost here and we’ll
need every soldier we can lay our hands on. It’s settled then. I’ll put an end
to myself, old friend, in order to spare you the pain.” Hawk clasped Young
Scorpion in his arms, but neither of them shed any tears.

‘Wait a minute!” My voice interrupted them. ‘Wait a minute! What
possible good are the two of you going to accomplish by doing this?’

‘None at all,” said Hawk with the utmost calm. ‘It won’t do a bit of good.
The enemy outnumber us and are better equipped; even if we were able to
concentrate the entire strength of our country against ’em, we still might not
come out on top. But on the long shot that our example may have some
influence, perhaps we can bring about a great turning point in the history of
Catdom. The enemy expects that we won’t dare, or even be willin’; to put
up any resistance. But the two of us, if we accomplish nothin’ else, will
have at least taught our enemies not to despise us so. And if not a single
person heeds our call to arms? Well, the answer to that is simple enough:
Cat Country will have deserved its death, and the two of us will have
deserved to die too. There’s no consideration of sacrifice or glory involved
in this. It’s just that while alive we’ll have done nothin’ to bring about the
extinction of the country, and in death we’ll have avoided becomin’
conquered slaves. Conscience is bigger than life; it’s as simple as that.
Goodbye, Mr Earth.’

‘Hawk!” Young Scorpion called him back. ‘If you take forty reverie
leaves, your death will be a little less painful.’

‘All right.” Hawk smiled. “‘When I was alive, I was called a hypocrite for
not eatin’ reverie leaves. By eatin’ ’em now at the hour of my death, I'll
make it easy for em to prove that I was a hypocrite after all. What funny



twists and turns life takes. All right, bring on the blessed leaf. As long as
I’m gonna do it that way, there’s no point in you goin’ outside ’cause I
won’t mess things up anyway. You two can watch me breathe my last. A
death with friends gathered ’round is not, after all, completely meanin’less.’

Having brought in the reverie leaves, Revery immediately turned away
and left. Hawk chewed them up one at a time, but apparently felt no need to
say anything more.

‘And your son?’ asked Young Scorpion. The words were barely out of his
mouth, but he seemed to regret them. ‘I really shouldn’t have asked that.’

‘It’s all right,” Hawk said, and then asked in a low voice, “When the
whole country’s on its last legs, who can afford to worry about a son?’ He
continued eating, but his chewing gradually slowed down. His mouth was
probably already numb.

‘I’'m goin’ to sleep now,’ he said very slowly, and having said it, lay on
the floor.

After a long time had passed, I felt his hand; it was still quite warm and
elastic. In an almost inaudible voice he said, ‘Thank you both!” And that
was the last thing that he said. By midnight, however, he still hadn’t
breathed his last.
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A WALK WITH REVERY

Hawk was dead — I don’t want to use the word ‘sacrificed’, for he didn’t
consider himself a hero. For the time being I had no way of knowing
whether his death would have the effect he had hoped for. All I knew was
that his head was displayed in a basket out there in the street, and that word
of the spectacle had spread throughout Cat City overnight. I, of course, had
no desire to see Hawk’s head, but I was curious to see what kind of
spectators had come. Since Young Scorpion was now so busy that he didn’t
even have time for Revery, much less for me, I decided that I might as well
venture out onto the crowded street.

The city was as bustling as ever — no, I really ought to say it was even
more lively than usual, for there was a head to see now! That was even
more fun for the cat-folk than standing around to gawk at where a pebble
had been. Before I got to the place where the head was displayed, I heard
people say that three old folks and two young women had already been
killed in the press of the crowd gathered there. The Cat People were
apparently willing to sacrifice their very lives for the pleasure of the eye.
What sensitive aesthetes!

The spectators didn’t criticise or discuss the event that they were
witnessing at all. It seemed that they were only interested in crowding and
cursing each other. Nobody asked, ‘Who is it?’ or “Why did he die?’ Not a
single one. All I heard was, ‘The hair on his face is pretty long, isn’t it?’
and ‘His eyes are closed,” and ‘Too bad they didn’t display the body too!” If
this was the only effect that Hawk’s death had on these people, then maybe



he was better off dead; for what point would there have been in going on
living with a group of people like this?

After I left the crowd, I started walking towards the palace, for I thought
that there was bound to be something worth seeing there. The street was
crowded and noisy. There was a continuous din from the wind and
percussion instruments as one band after another passed by in the streets. It
seemed that there was just too much for the people to take in at one time.
They wanted to get a good look at the head, but at the same time they
couldn’t tear themselves away from the bands. Now they’d go harum-
scarum towards the band and then they’d fall over each other running back
to the place where the head was displayed. They all seemed very unhappy
that they had grown only one pair of eyes. From their shouts, I learned that
the bands were all wedding processions on their various ways to pick up
new brides. There were so many people that I couldn’t get a close enough
look to see whether they carried the brides in palanquins as we do back
home, or whether, like Old Scorpion, they used groups of seven bearers;
and so I had to content myself with listening to the music. I didn’t really
have the heart to go gawking at wedding processions anyway, but I
certainly did feel like asking someone why, in a time of national peril,
everybody was in such a hurry to get married. But there was no one whom I
could ask, for generally speaking, the Cat People don’t like to talk to
foreigners. I went back to look for Revery and found her weeping alone in
her room. My arrival only seemed to make matters worse and she wept so
bitterly that she could no longer speak. I had to comfort her for quite a long
time before she regained enough calm to say anything.

‘He’s gone! He’s gone off to the war! What’s left for me?’

‘He’ll be back,’ I said, hoping my words would turn out to be true. ‘He
promised that we’d go off to the front together,’ I lied, ‘so I’m sure he’ll be
back.’

‘Honestly?’ She was smiling through her tears.

‘Honestly. Why don’t you come out for a walk with me? There’s no point
in staying here by yourself crying.’



‘I’'m not crying.” After wiping her eyes and putting on a little powder,
Revery came out with me.

‘Why are there so many marriages taking place right now?’ I asked.

If being able to comfort a woman and stop her crying for a while can be
counted as any kind of accomplishment, then perhaps I can offer that as an
excuse for my own selfishness. And selfish I was, for I must confess that I
wasn’t thinking of her interests at all — Young Scorpion’s eventual death in
battle seemed a foregone conclusion — but I was only interested in
satisfying my own curiosity. To this day I still feel somewhat guilty about
using her that way.

‘Every time there’s a crisis, everybody gets married immediately to
prevent the women being despoiled by the soldiers.’

‘But what’s the point of getting married with such fanfare?’ Thoughts of
death and destruction had monopolised my heart.

‘Well if you’re going to get married, you might as well do it in style.
After all, the fanfare only lasts for a few days, but marriage is for a
lifetime.” Perhaps the Cat People had a closer grasp of life than I did after
all! She suggested going to the opera. After falling for my lie about Young
Scorpion, she had forgotten all her troubles. ‘The Minister of Foreign
Affairs is taking a daughter-in-law into his home and there will be opera
sung in celebration. Have you ever seen an opera?’

Come to think of it, I really hadn’t yet seen an opera performed by the
Cat People. The idea flashed across my mind that it would be much more to
the point to go and kill the Minister of Foreign Affairs who still had the
heart to see an opera while Cat Country teetered on the edge of oblivion.
But I’'m not the killer type, so I decided I might as well escort Revery to the
opera. In coming to that decision, I had the vague and uncomfortable
feeling that my own thoughts were already a bit Cat-Countrified.

There were soldiers stationed outside the walls of the Minister’s home.
The opera had already begun. A crowd of common people had gathered
around to hear what they could. Whenever excited by curiosity or the music
itself, they’d surge forward for a better look or listen, and the soldiers
would grab tight their clubs and play a different tune on their heads. Cat-



soldiers were really quite good at using clubs on their own people. As
Young Scorpion’s girl, Revery, of course, could have got us inside, skulls
intact, but I didn’t really want to see it anyway. If it sounded that God-awful
at a distance, think of what it would be like when you got up close! After
listening for a bit, the only impression I had was one of racket, and I came
to the conclusion I was unable to appreciate the Cat People’s opera.

‘Do you have any music that’s a bit more restful and elegant?’ I asked
Revery.

‘I remember once when I was small I went to a foreign opera that was
much more refined than this, but since no one understood it, it was never
performed again. For a time, the Minister of Foreign Affairs himself
promoted foreign opera, but then he heard someone — a foreigner — say
there was tremendous value in our own native music, and then he began to
promote our traditional opera again.’

‘And if in the future someone else — a foreigner, let’s say — tells him that
there’s more value in foreign opera after all?’

‘He wouldn’t necessarily promote it again. You see, foreign opera really
is very good, but it’s a bit too deep. I don’t think he understood it even
when he was promoting it. Consequently as soon as he heard someone say
that our own opera was good, he was only too glad to change back. He
doesn’t really understand music any way, but at the time he was interested
in making a reputation as a patron of the opera. Promoting the traditional
opera had a double-barrelled advantage built in: it would be very easy to do
and it would be well-received by most of the people to boot. It often
happens with us that when a new art or science arrives from abroad, our
native product begins to develop again as a result of the outside stimulus.
You see, it’s not easy to understand new things, so we simply don’t bother
to try.’

I guessed that Revery had been infected by Young Scorpion’s pessimism,
for I thought that such an opinion certainly couldn’t be her own. And
although she said all of these things against the opera, she was still
crowding toward the source of the cacophony as she spoke. Since she
seemed to like the opera, all the while denying it, I thought that it would be



indiscreet to go on asking critical questions. I suffered through the atrocious
racket as long as I could before suggesting we get away from it. Revery
seemed reluctant to go, but she didn’t insist on staying either — she was
probably too embarrassed to do so in light of the little anti-opera speech she
had just made.

I wanted to see what was going on over in the direction of the palace, and
Revery had no objections. The palace was the largest structure in Cat City,
but it was by no means beautiful. On this day it was particularly ugly. There
were soldiers both in front of and on top of the wall; in fact, there were
soldiers everywhere. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The top of the wall was
piled high with soft mud and the ditch at the base of the wall was filled with
a stinking kind of water. I didn’t understand the idea behind all this, and I
asked Revery.

‘Foreigners like cleanliness,” she answered, ‘so every time we hear that
they are about to invade, we pile filth up outside the palace and fill the ditch
with foul water. Thus when the foreigners arrive, they don’t dare barge right
in because of their fear of dirt.’

I didn’t even have the heart to laugh.

Several heads appeared above the top of the wall; after a long while the
Cat People to whom they belonged climbed up and straddled the top of the
wall. Revery seemed very excited. ‘It’s an imperial edict! An imperial
proclamation!”’

‘Where?’ T asked.

‘Wait a bit!”’

I waited until my legs were numb, and then I waited some more. Finally
a piece of stone with white characters on it was lowered from the top of the
wall. Revery’s vision was really sharp, for she reacted with an ‘Oh!” almost
as soon as they started to lower it down.

‘Well, what in the devil’s going on?’ I was a bit impatient.

“They’re moving the capital! It’s moving day for the emperor! This is the
end of everything! The end! What will I do if the emperor leaves?’

She was genuinely worried. I thought to myself, If that prospect so
alarms you, what are you going to do when you discover that Young



Scorpion is not here any more either? I was preparing to comfort her as best
I could when another slab of stone was lowered down. ‘Quick, Revery,
what does it say?’

“The army and civilian population will not be permitted to evacuate
without explicit permission; only the emperor and his officials are to leave.’
She read it for me. I really admired that emperor; with luck, I thought,
perhaps he’d trip and break his neck while running away. But Revery, on
the contrary, seemed quite pleased.

‘Well I guess things will be all right after all. If everyone else stays, I
won’t be afraid.’

I wondered how in the world everyone else could possibly stay. When the
officials were all gone, where would they get their reverie leaves? Just as |
was pondering this, another proclamation was lowered down and Revery
read it for me, ‘From this day forward, no one will be permitted to address
His Majesty as “Ruler of the Ten Thousand Brawls”. With imminent
disaster facing us, all our people should be united as a single man;
therefore, we ought to refer to His Majesty as “Ruler of the United Brawl”.’

Revery commented, ‘At this point it would be much better if they would
simply forget about brawls altogether!’

She continued reading, ‘The military and civilian population are, without
exception, to unite in resistance. No one is to injure the state because of
private interests!’

I had a comment of my own, ‘In that case, why is the emperor first to run
away?’

After another long wait, the people on the top of the wall climbed back
down again. It seemed that the issuing of proclamations had ended. Revery
wanted to go back to see if Young Scorpion had returned, but I was more
interested in going to see what was taking place at the government agencies.
Even if I couldn’t get in, I figured that I’d at least be able to see what orders
had been posted outside. We went our separate ways, she to the east, I to the
west. In her direction, things were still as lively as ever; the sounds of the
wedding procession bands and operatic orchestras dinned unpleasantly
against my ears from the distance. The west side of town on the other hand,



was very peaceful; in spite of the portentous proclamations that had been
set out for people to read, it seemed that the inhabitants of Cat City were
much more interested in seeing weddings than they were in reading royal
proclamations. In fact, seeing weddings seemed to be the most important
thing in the world to them.

I was especially interested to see what was going on at the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, but when I got there, there wasn’t a soul to be seen outside
the building. I waited a long time, but no one came out or went in. Stupid! I
should have remembered. The Minister of Foreign Affairs was holding a
wedding; and of course, that was much more important than mere foreign
affairs, even if it was wartime!

I began to wonder whether the Cat People had any foreign affairs to
conduct in the first place; I knew enough of the bizarre logic of Cat Country
not to fall into the naive trap of concluding that they must have foreign
affairs simply because they had set up a Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Since
there was no one around, I decided to simply ignore protocol and go in to
have a look around. The doors were open and no one was inside. Good! I
could look around to my heart’s content.

The rooms were empty except for piles of stone slabs all of which were
engraved with the word PROTEST. Now I began to understand. What they
meant by ‘foreign affairs’ was distributing PROTEST slabs whenever
anything happened. The Foreign Affairs officers were, in fact, protest
specialists. I started to look for documents received from foreign
governments, but I couldn’t find any. The probable explanation was that
few people paid any attention to protests made by the Cat People to begin
with, not to mention the fact that their style of foreign relations was
probably very simple and didn’t require many records to be kept. There was
no point in making the rounds of the other government buildings. If their
foreign relations were conducted as crudely as this, it was likely that within
the various other buildings one would not even find so much as a stone slab.

I continued until I came out on the west side of the city where I found a
number of government buildings clustered together:



MINISTRY OF PROSTITUTION; DEPARTMENT OF
REVERIE LEAVES; MINISTRY OF OVERSEAS
CAT PEOPLE; OFFICE IN CHARGE OF
BOYCOTTING FOREIGN GOODS; SUB-
DEPARTMENT OF MEATS AND VEGETABLES;
OFFICE FOR PUBLIC AUCTIONING OF ORPHANS

(The list is not complete; these are just a few of the agency titles that struck
me as particularly interesting at the time.) There were a number of other
agency titles that my Felinese was not good enough to understand. Since
anyone who wasn’t unemployed was an official, one would naturally expect
a large number of government agencies.

I continued my way westward. This was the first time I had gone out
towards the western suburbs. It occurred to me that I could go and take in
the foreign enclave while I was at it. But how could I be so heartless? I
really ought to go back and see whether there was any news of Young
Scorpion. I changed direction and came back across the reverse side of the
street.

I didn’t run into any young people at first; they were probably all off to
see Hawk’s head or listen to the opera. But after I had been walking for a
while, I finally came upon a group of students. They were all kneeling on
the ground. There was a stone laid out in front of them with a few white
characters written on it:

SPIRIT DWELLING OF THE GREAT
IMMORTAL UNCLE KARL

I knew that if I ventured over to ask them about it, they would disappear
like a morning fog chased by the wind. I slipped up quietly behind them and
kneeled down to overhear whatever I could.

One of those in the front row got up, stood upon the inscribed stone and
addressed the group. ‘Long live Uncle Karlskyism! Long live Everybody
Shareskyism! Long live Pinsky-pansky Pospos!” They all echoed his cries.



After they had stopped shouting, the one who had stood up addressed them
as they sat on the ground. “We must overthrow the Great Spirit and
concentrate all of our faith in Uncle Karl the Great! We must overthrow our
fathers and teachers; and to hasten the recovery of our freedom, we must
overthrow the emperor and put Everybody Shareskyism into practice. We
welcome the foreigners who invade us today, for they pinsky-pansky
pospos! Let’s go and take the emperor into custody so that we can present
him to our foreign comrades; that’s our only hope. We must capture the
emperor immediately, and then we’ll round up all our fathers and teachers
and kill off every last one of them. When they’re all dead the reverie leaves
will all be ours; the women will all be ours; the people will all be our
slaves; and even Everybody Shareskyism will be ours! Uncle Karl the Great
has said: “Pinsky-pansky Pospos is the dinsky-dansky dosdos of both upper
and lower levels of Hingy-hongy Hopo!” And now, on to the palace!’

No one made the slightest move. ‘Let’s go right now!’ But still no one
moved.

One suggested, “Why don’t we all go home and kill off our fathers first?’
Another said, ‘There are too many palace troops; there’s no point in taking
a beating because of haste!’

They were all starting to get up.

‘Sit down! All right, is it decided then that we go home and get rid of our
fathers first?’

They all began turning to their neighbours, asking this and answering
that.

‘If we kill our fathers, where will we get our reverie leaves from?’ asked
one of them.

‘But that’s just the reason we ought to kill them. The reverie leaves are
all in their hands,’ opined another.

‘Since we are not agreed on a united course of action, let’s split up and
go our own ways. Let the kill-the-emperor faction go and kill the emperor,
and the kill-our-fathers faction go home and kill their fathers,” said still
another.



‘But Uncle Karl the Great only took up the kill-the-emperor pogsomosky.
He didn’t say anything about killing our fathers.’

‘Counter-revolutionary!’

‘Let’s kill that misinterpreter of the sacred words of Uncle Karl the
Great!”

I thought that this would lead to immediate bloodshed, but for a long
time, no one made a move. Things were hopelessly disorganised. Gradually
the main body of students split up into several small groups. They all stood
facing Uncle Karl the Great’s spirit tablet. After quite a while, each splinter
group consisted of only one person, still facing the stone and making as
much fuss as ever. After working up a lather about this, and flying into a
rage about that, they were all exhausted. Summoning up every bit of
strength they had left, they all faced the stone and cried, ‘Long live Uncle
Karl!” And then they all departed, each going his own separate way.

What kind of circus was this?
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EVERYTHING IS BEGINNING TO
COLLAPSE

I piDN'T feel like criticising the Cat People any more; criticism won’t turn a
lump of stone into an exquisite sculpture. Anything that I could possibly
forgive them, I fully excused; and those things that were past all excuse, I
blamed on their unlucky environment.

I went to wait for Young Scorpion, still hoping to go to the front with him
to see things for myself. I was almost totally ignorant of the international
situation among the various Martian states. I asked Revery, but all that she
knew was that such-and-such a country’s face powder was much whiter and
finer than the Cat Country product. She answered every question that I had
with a negative shake of her pretty little head. And after each of my
questions, she in turn would ask, ‘Why isn’t he here yet?’ It was an
effective counter-attack, for that question was one that I couldn’t answer
either. All I could do was offer a silent prayer on behalf of all the women of
Mars that there would never be another war.

After we had waited for a whole day, he still hadn’t come back. Revery
was beside herself. The officials had all evacuated the city and the streets
were no longer as lively as usual, though quite a few people still came to
see Hawk’s head. There was no way of getting any news. You couldn’t ask
anybody, for no one knew anything about national affairs, despite the fact
that national was one of the most frequently used words in Felinese: reverie
leaves were the ‘national’ food; Hawk had been a ‘national’ villain; the
stinking mud in the ditch had been called ‘national’ mud.



I felt like going to see the foreign enclave, but at the same time I was
afraid that Young Scorpion might return while I was out. Revery stuck to
me like glue, and kept saying, ‘Don’t you think we’d better run away too?
Everyone else is gone; even the other girls have gone!’ I merely shook my
head, for I couldn’t think of a suitable reply.

After we’d spent another day waiting, Young Scorpion came home. The
expression of happy boredom that I was used to seeing on his face had
completely disappeared. Revery was so happy that she couldn’t speak, and
simply stared at him through tear-filled eyes. I let him catch his breath
before I asked how things were going.

‘It’s hopeless,’ he sighed.

Revery looked at me, looked at him, and then gathered together enough
strength to force out a question that she had wanted to ask for some time but
hadn’t dared. ‘Are you still going to leave?’

Without looking at her, Young Scorpion shook his head.

I didn’t dare press the issue, just in case Young Scorpion was lying. What
would be the point of wringing the truth out of him only to hurt Revery? Of
course, even if I did press him, there was no guarantee that I’d be able to
tell whether or not he was trying to hoodwink her.

After a good rest, he said that he was going to see his father. Revery
didn’t say anything, but one could somehow sense that she was determined
to go with him. Apparently Young Scorpion sensed it too, for he seemed at
a loss as to what to do, and his very uneasiness gave away more than half
his secret. I decided that perhaps I should help him pull the wool over
Revery’s eyes, but the expression in those eyes made me shrink back.
Young Scorpion was still pacing about when Revery, unable to contain
herself any longer, said, ‘I'm going anywhere that you do!’” Her tears
followed the words and Young Scorpion lowered his head.

After a long pause he raised his head and said, ‘Perhaps it will be just as
well.’

It was my turn, ‘I’ll tag along too.” Of course, my motives were quite
different from Revery’s.



We walked westwards, but all the people we met on the way were headed
east. Even the soldiers were marching eastwards.

‘Why is the army moving to the east when the enemy is on the western
front?’ I asked without thinking.

‘Because there’s peace and safety to the east,” Young Scorpion replied
with ill-concealed anger.

We ran into quite a few scholars. Divided into a traditional and a modern
group, they too were proceeding towards the east. The traditional scholars
came first and seemed in unusually high spirits. A few of the old school
came over and greeted Young Scorpion. ‘We’re going east to see the
emperor. We’re going to hold an academic conclave before the throne.
Saving the country, of course, is everybody’s business, but it takes scholars
to come up with real ideas about what to do. Scholars! Do any of you know
how many soldiers are at the front? Do you think that the enemy will
occupy Cat City? For if it looks as though he will, then of course we shall
have to advise His Highness to remove a bit more to the east. There’s no
question about it. And to think that at a time like this His Glorious Majesty
has still not forgotten his scholars! And in return, his glorious scholars will
wear themselves out in loyal service to His Glorious Highness!’

Young Scorpion didn’t make a sound, but the traditional scholars,
brimming over with ‘glory’ because they had been summoned by the
emperor, were apparently unaware of anything amiss in his silence.

They had barely left when Young Scorpion was surrounded by another
delegation, this one from the group of young scholars. They seemed
exceedingly depressed, as if each of them had just lost a close relative.
‘Help us! Help us, great sir! Why has the emperor convened an academic
conclave and yet left us out? Can our scholarship be one whit inferior to
that of the older group of dogs? Can our reputations be any lower than those
of that group of beasts? We simply must attend that conclave! If we don’t,
who will consider us as scholars any more? Great sir, we implore you as a
personal favour to use your prestige to have us included in that conclave!’
As before, Young Scorpion remained stonily silent. The young scholars
became frantic. ‘If, great sir, you are unwilling to help us, then do not blame



us if we start criticising the government so that every man’s honour will be
whittled away without exception!” Young Scorpion grabbed Revery by the
hand and went on his way, leaving the young scholars loudly weeping their
outcast fate.

Some troops approached us. Around his neck, each of the soldiers
sported a necklace made of red cord. I had never seen this kind of army
before, but I hadn’t the heart to ask Young Scorpion about it, for I knew that
the scholars still had him seething with anger. However, he guessed what I
was thinking, and suddenly roared with mad laughter. “You’re wondering
what kind of an army this is aren’t you? This is our National Shareskyism
Corps. This kind of army has in the past been organised in other countries
too; they all wear red cords about their necks to symbolise their affiliation.
But in other countries, the Shareskyism Corps has always been composed
of chauvinists whose minds have been filled with thoughts of country to the
complete exclusion of any personal aim, every man an ardent and
hidebound follower of Shareskyism. But as you see, our Red Cord Corps is
moving out to an area of peace and safety just like everyone else. You see,
they’re too patriotic. After all, their corps belongs to the nation, and to
allow the nation’s armed forces to be destroyed out of any personal
consideration would be clearly unpatriotic. Besides, if they were killed by
the enemy, how could they be patriotic any more? You have to be sharp to
follow their reasoning!” Once more, Young Scorpion burst into gales of
mad laughter, and for a moment I feared that he had really lost his senses.

I didn’t dare say anything more, but simply continued marching ahead,
observing the Red Corps out of the corner of my eye. In the middle of the
corps a man was being carried by ten or so soldiers; the cord around his
neck was unusually thick. Young Scorpion took a look at him and said to
me in a low voice, ‘He’s the commander of the Red Cord Corps. His
ambition is to snatch all political authority into his own two hands. Then he
can become a dictator and make Cat Country strong, as has happened in
some other countries. He hasn’t yet attained complete authority, but he is
more powerful than anyone else — or perhaps I should say “crafty”. For
instance, right now it looks as though he’s retreating to defend the capital,



but what he’s really doing is moving towards the capital to finish off the
emperor and thus realise at last his own ambitious plans. I'm sure of it!’

‘Well, perhaps it will be to the best interests of Cat Country anyway,’ |
observed.

‘I’d agree with you that you can attain political power through craftiness,
but I’m not sure that you can make the country strong that way. The most
important thing to that man are his personal ambitions; the concept of
“country” doesn’t even exist in his mind. Those who really love their
country spill their blood against its enemies.’

I began to realise that the arrival of enemy soldiers was going to be the
fuse to set off a civil war. The passing mass of red cords began to blur
before my eyes and then it suddenly turned into an inglorious sea of red
blood in which soldiers were floundering about.

We were already well out of Cat City, and for some reason or other that I
couldn’t quite put my finger on, I had the feeling that I should never see it
again. Before we had gone much further, we ran into a rather singular group
of Cat People. They were all very tall and unusually stupid looking. Each of
them grasped a blade of grass in his hand. Revery, who hadn’t spoken for a
long time, suddenly said, ‘Thank goodness! The Great Mystics from the
West have come!’

‘What in the hell are you talking about?’ I had never before seen Young
Scorpion angry with Revery, but now he was obviously furious. Revery
immediately changed her tune.

‘I don’t really believe in them, Scorpion.’

I knew that if I threw in a question I could deflect some of the anger that
he was preparing to heap on Revery. ‘What Great Mystics?’ I asked.

Young Scorpion did not react immediately. Then instead of answering, he
asked a question of me. “What would you say the greatest weakness of the
Cat People is?’

That really was a hard one, and I began to ponder it.

Young Scorpion answered it himself. ‘Mixed up!” I knew that he didn’t
mean me.



We continued walking for a bit and then he said, “You see, my friend, our
fatal weakness is being always mixed up. Among all of our people you
cannot find a single one who fully understands anything. That’s why we are
always imitating others: it makes us seem less mixed up and a casual
observer might even be misled into believing that the imitation is the real
thing and that we really do know and understand a lot. That’s why we
sometimes pretend to understand something new even when we don’t.

‘And yet, as you can well see by observing Revery’s reaction to these
mystics, whenever catastrophe is imminent, we will toss to one side all of
the new terms we’ve memorised, and returning to old ways, we will reach
for the most absurd and confused of concepts — concepts which lie stored in
the deepest cellars of our spirits — and haul them out again. You see, we are
empty to begin with, and as soon as we panic we expose our emptiness and
begin calling for mama just like little children. For instance, as soon as the
followers of Everybody Shareskyism panic, they burn incense and pray to
Uncle Karl the Great, blithely oblivious to the fact that their Uncle Karl was
one of the greatest enemies of superstition who ever lived. When our
revolutionaries panic, they begin the transport of the Great Mystics from the
West wholesale, people who are much more mixed up than they are
mystical, a muddle-headed crew who only know how to walk around
carrying stalks of grass. No one has any understanding of problems, and
then when the point arrives where a problem must be solved immediately,
they call in the Great Mystics. This is the very reason that we are certain to
perish; we are all muddle-headed and confused. Economics, education,
military affairs — none is really enough to extinguish a nation — but when
every last person is muddle-headed and confused — that is enough to destroy
a race. For no one on our entire planet will treat as people, creatures who
are as stupid and confused as beasts. This time our defeat is a foregone
conclusion, and after our defeat, wait and see if the enemy doesn’t slaughter
every last one of us precisely because they don’t regard us as people to
begin with. Thus when they do kill us, it will seem to them much more like
slaughtering animals than killing people. It will be a slaughter that will
elicit absolutely no response from any other country, for no one ever gets all



that worked up over the butchering of animals. People are always cruel to
those whom they don’t respect. Generally, people don’t respect other people
who are hopelessly confused. They will often exterminate such creatures
without a second thought. You wait and see if my words aren’t borne out.’

I really felt like going back to see what the Great Mystics from the West
were up to, but I couldn’t bring myself to desert Young Scorpion and
Revery.

We rested for a while in a village. What I mean by ‘village’ is simply a
place where there were the ruins of a few collapsed houses, but no people.

‘When I was little,” Young Scorpion began, and one could tell from the
tone of his voice that he was reminiscing over the idyll of childhood, ‘this
was a large village. And that was not too many years ago; and now, there’s
not so much as a single shadow! The destruction of an entire people can
come about very easily!” He seemed to be talking to himself, and in order to
spare him further pain I refrained from asking him how it was that this
village had been destroyed.

Besides, I could almost answer it myself: revolution. War follows in the
wake of every revolution; but it is the victorious ones who are helpless.
Understanding only how to tear things down, they lack the imagination and
ardour necessary to build things up again. And the only result of the
revolution is to increase the number of soldiers in arms and the number of
corrupt officials preying upon the common people. In this kind of situation
the common people will go hungry whether they work or not. And so it had
probably been with this deserted village. The villagers had no doubt begun
to run into the cities or had joined the army for a few reverie leaves a
month. This one dies, and that one becomes a refugee, and before you know
it, the village is emptied clean as a barrel. To carry on a revolution without
the knowledge necessary for its success — what a terribly dangerous thing
that is! Nothing would save the Cat People unless they themselves realise
that revolution is nothing but a noose about their necks.

I was just in the midst of this train of thought when Revery suddenly
jumped up. ‘Look over there!’



Off to the west a great cloud of grey dust rose high into the sky as though
some terrible and unnatural wind had suddenly stirred it up.

Young Scorpion’s lips were visibly trembling as he said, ‘They’re falling
back in full rout!”’
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THE LAST GASP OF A DYING STATE

“You Two had better hide.” Although Young Scorpion’s tone was calm, he
was obviously worried; I had never before seen such an intense expression
in his eyes. ‘Our soldiers don’t show much aggressiveness as they approach
the front, but in retreat they run wild. You really ought to hide.’

Still gazing toward the front lines, he said, ‘Friend, I place Revery in
your hands!’ Still not turning around, he extended one hand behind his back
to feel whether Revery was still there or not. Revery took his hand and said
with a tremble, ‘We’ll die together!”

I was totally at a loss as to what to do. Should I take Revery away with
me, or stay there and die with them. I wasn’t afraid of dying, but I would
have to consider what kind of death would be more worthwhile. I knew that
if several hundred soldiers attacked me, then with only a single revolver to
rely on I should be overwhelmed. However, I couldn’t afford to waste too
much time weighing the pros and cons, and so I grabbed Revery and Young
Scorpion each by the hand and ran with them towards a dilapidated old
house behind the village. I really can’t say what I had in mind. My plan — I
really shouldn’t call it a plan because I had no time to weigh things
carefully — was nothing more than a flash of intuition. According to my
intuition, there was only one course of action open: the three of us would
hide until the main body of the army was past. Then I would foray out,
capture one of the stragglers and determine the situation at the front. Then
we’d be able to decide what to do on the basis of sound intelligence. If we
were discovered by the main body of troops — and there was no guarantee



that they wouldn’t bivouac in our area — then I would simply put up as
much resistance as I could with my revolver. The rest I would leave to fate.

Before we had gone very far, Young Scorpion stopped and refused to go
on. He seemed to have his reasons, but I didn’t have the time to examine
them. If he didn’t come, then obviously I had no hopes of Revery going
with me. I was once more at a loss. The dust that we had seen to the west
was moving ominously closer. I had great respect for the speed and sight of
the Cat People, and I knew that if the soldiers got much closer, there would
be no more opportunity to hide.

“You’re not going to die at their hands! I won’t permit it!” There was
urgency in my voice as I tried to pull them towards the dilapidated old
house, but Young Scorpion still wouldn’t budge.

‘It’s all over! There’s no point in your dying too. Let Revery do whatever
she chooses. I release you from all responsibility.” Young Scorpion sounded
quite determined. In strength, however, I knew that he was no match for me.
I grabbed him around the waist and, half-hugging half-pushing, forced him
towards safety. Since he wasn’t the rugged type to begin with, he didn’t put
up a struggle. Revery, of course, had no choice but to follow. Thus I won
out and before long we were all hidden safely away in a dilapidated little
house at the back of the village.

I piled broken bricks into a wall that shielded us from view, and then
peeked out through the cracks to see what was going on. Revery sat beside
me and held Young Scorpion’s hand.

Before long, the main body of troops came our way. It moved forward,
looking like a tornado whose vortex was a chaotic mass of debris. And from
within the cone of this furry tornado there issued forth one confused roar
after another. Then the sound of the roar suddenly died away, as of a wave
that has just broken on the beach. I held my breath waiting for the roar to
suddenly build up again, but it didn’t. When the cone of the cat-tornado was
past and the mass had thinned out a bit, I was able to make out individual
soldiers. They didn’t even have the wooden clubs that I had grown used to
seeing them carry back in the reverie forest. Their eyes were glued to their
toes, as they ran desperately forward as though they were scared out of their



wits. Their weird appearance made my blood run cold. An army without the
whinnying of horses, without banners, without swords or guns, without rank
or file — just a huge chaos of naked cats scurrying madly across the hot
sands, each of them apparently pushed to the verge of madness by fright,
hurtling forward for his very life. A group of, a field of, an entire horizon
of, a whole planet of madmen! I had never before seen such a thing! Had
they maintained some semblance of order I shouldn’t have been nearly so
frightened, but this was pure random chaos!

I began wondering what point there was in Young Scorpion’s coming out
all this way just to see a defeated army in rout. Were these crazed soldiers
running back to settle accounts with his father? That would be logical
enough, but why shouldn’t Young Scorpion hide from them rather than
going out to meet them? I couldn’t figure it out, and my confusion and
curiosity made me bold: I decided to venture out of our hideout and capture
one of the enemy soldiers. However, on second thought I realised that if I
did venture out, I would be spotted immediately, for apart from a few
dilapidated houses, there wasn’t a single tree or obstacle behind which I
might take cover.

I waited some more, and finally the flow of soldiers dribbled away to
almost nothing. However, those soldiers who were hindmost were also
running the fastest. They were, no doubt, especially terrified because they
had fallen behind the main body of troops and were doing their very best to
catch up. It would be pointless for me to try to overtake one of them. I
decided that I’d have to come up with some other plan.

All right, then. Why not try my skill with my revolver? I knew that if I
wounded one of them, those behind would run right past him without giving
him a second glance and those in front of him wouldn’t so much as turn
their heads when they heard the crack of my revolver. But how could I
guarantee that I should be sufficiently skilful to hit just one of them, and
sufficiently accurate to wound him just enough so I could capture him
alive? Moreover, even if I were able to hit him in a non-vital spot, would I
have the heart to interrogate a man with a slug in him? Never having been a



military officer, I seemed to lack the requisite touch of cruelty for such a
task. I concluded that my plan was something less than honourable.

There were hardly any soldiers going by now and I realised that if I
procrastinated any longer, there wouldn’t be a single one left. I decided to
go out and seize one bodily. At any rate there were so few of them left now
that at the worst, only a few would be able to gang up on me and my
chances would still be pretty good. It was now or never. I drew my revolver
and rushed out.

Things are never as easy as we think they should be in the abstract, nor
are they as difficult. If the stragglers had bolted upon seeing me, then it was
a foregone conclusion that I could chase them the livelong day without
catching a single one. But one of them, upon spotting me, actually froze
like a frog surprised by a water snake. The rest of it was easy. I threw him
across my shoulders like a shawl and carried him back to our hideout the
way one brings a pig home from market. He neither cried out nor struggled.
He was probably so tired and terrified that he was as good as half dead
anyway. I put him down in our dilapidated hideout, but it was a long time
before he opened his eyes. He took one look at Young Scorpion, and one
would have thought that someone had jabbed him with a pin. He glared so
furiously at my young friend that it was obvious he wanted to get up and
spring upon him like a tiger. With me beside him, however, it seemed he
had nerve enough to get angry but not enough to act.

Young Scorpion didn’t seem to be the least bit interested in him, and
merely sat holding Revery by the hand with a blank expression on his face.
I knew that if I used a soft approach in interrogating this prisoner, I might
well get nothing out of him. I’d have to intimidate him, and when I had him
scared enough, I’d ask how the army was defeated.

My captive quickly seemed to have forgotten everything and went blank.
And then after a long while, he seemed to have thought of something. ‘It’s
all his fault!” He pointed at Young Scorpion and the latter smiled.

‘Speak!’ I ordered the prisoner.

‘It’s all his fault!” The soldier repeated. I knew how verbose and
roundabout Cat People can be, so I waited patiently until he’d worked off



some of his anger.

‘None of us wanted to go to war, but he tricked us into going to fight.
The enemy was even prepared to give us National Souls, but he wouldn’t let
us take them! The only thing he was good for was controlling us and
keeping us from what we wanted to do. The Red Cord Corps and a number
of other units all took the foreigners’ National Souls and retreated in perfect
safety. We were the only ones left for the enemy to give a good beating to,
and believe me they did! We are his father’s personal troops, but rather than
looking after our welfare, Young Scorpion there led us straight to the
execution ground. It seemed that as long as there was one of us left alive,
he’d still want that lone individual to die like a well-behaved little soldier!
His father was already planning to pull us out. But this one! He wouldn’t go
along with it. The other troops retreated in perfect safety; they weren’t
wounded and would be in good shape for looting when they got back to the
rear. But us! We don’t even have a single club left. How are we to go on
living?’ He seemed caught up in his own eloquence, and neither Young
Scorpion nor myself said anything. We just listened. At least I listened, for
Young Scorpion was perhaps so caught up in his own grief that he wasn’t
paying attention. I, on the other hand, was definitely fascinated by
everything the soldier had to say. I just hoped he would go on and on, the
more the better.

‘Our land, homes and families,” he continued, ‘have all been taken away
by you. Old Scorpion does this to us today and you do that to us tomorrow.
The number of officials increases every day and the poverty of the people
increases apace. You thieve and cheat us until there’s nothing left for us but
to join the army. And then once you have us in the army, you force us to
help you thieve from others just like ourselves. And the ruling class always
takes the lion’s share of the loot. You let us have a tiny bit of it only for fear
that we won’t go on helping you if you don’t. We can’t work, for you make
soldiers of our parents so that we have to grow up in the army, knowing
nothing but soldiering. If we didn’t become soldiers, we wouldn’t be able to
make a living in any other line!” He stopped to catch his breath and I took
advantage of the opportunity to ask him a question.



‘Since you know that they’re no good, why don’t you simply kill them
and take over everything yourselves?’

The soldier rolled his eyes away. At first I thought that it was because he
didn’t understand my words, but then I realised that he was thinking. After
a while, he asked, “You mean we ought to revolt?’

I nodded my head. I hadn’t thought that a simple soldier would be
familiar with the term ‘revolution’. I'd momentarily forgotten about the
great number of revolutions the Cat People had already gone through.

“There’s no point in talking about that. We don’t believe in it any more.
There’d be some pleasure in killing them for revenge, but revolution’s a
waste of time. Every time there’s a revolution, we common folk just lose
something else. The revolutionaries are all bad. Take that time when they
were going to split up all the land and property, for instance. Everyone
thought it was a great idea. But in the end each man only got a tiny bit of
land, not even enough to plant a dozen reverie trees. We went hungry
whether we worked the land or not.

‘The ruling group couldn’t come up with any way of solving our
economic problems, especially the younger ones — all they were good for
was coming up with plans, but they never paid any attention to whether our
stomachs were empty or not. Any plan that isn’t directed at filling the
bellies of the common people is a joke. We don’t believe anything they say
any more. But since we don’t have any way out ourselves, we simply serve
as soldiers to anyone who gives us reverie leaves. And now they won’t even
let us be soldiers any more! There’s no point in revolting, but killing them
would be sweet. We’ll kill every last one of them! In having us go to war
against the foreigners, they tried to kill us. But if we were all dead, who
would there be to eat their reverie leaves and serve them as soldiers? They
collect reverie leaves by the pile and wives by the dozen, but they won’t
even give us a scrap of their leaves. Instead, they send us out to make war
against the foreigners and kill or be killed!”

‘And now you’ve come back especially to kill him?’ I pointed at Young
Scorpion.



“That’s exactly the reason! He orders us out to die at the front and won’t
even allow us to accept the foreigners’ National Souls!’

‘“What are you going to do after you’ve killed him?’ I asked.

He was silent.

Young Scorpion was the first clear-headed person I’d met during my
Martian experience and yet this soldier and his comrades hated him to the
very marrow of his bones. Of course, it wasn’t my place to, nor did I have
the time to, explain to this soldier that Young Scorpion was not the man he
should hate. He had mistakenly taken Young Scorpion as representative of
the official class, and since he couldn’t put his hands on the whole of
officialdom, he had decided to take his revenge on Young Scorpion. This
revealed to me one of the real reasons for the debilitation of Cat Country:
those with a little intelligence were forever leading their compatriots to
revolt before they had secured a firm knowledge of the real workings and
power structures of their own society. Then, while seeking to solve the
political and economic problems of Cat Country, these well-intentioned and
self-appointed leaders would themselves be swept up in the whirlwind of
the very problems they had set out to solve.

The common people, having gone through a series of revolutions, had, to
be sure, cultivated a class consciousness. But they were still in such a state
of abysmal ignorance that their class consciousness was limited to realising
they were being swindled as a group, but not being able to do anything
about it. The upper classes were confused; and the common people were
confused. Above and below, they were equally confused! This was the fatal
weakness in the body politic of the Cat People! Suffering from such
weakness, even though they were shocked by the prospect of the imminent
extinction of their whole race, even that kind of shock still wasn’t enough to
make them grit their teeth, stand up and fight back.

What was I to do with this soldier? That was a problem. If I let him go,
he might well run off to get help and then come back to finish off Young
Scorpion. And if we kept him with us, he certainly wouldn’t be the most
congenial of companions. Besides, where would we go?



It was already late in the day and we’d have to make up our minds what
we were going to do. Young Scorpion’s expression indicated that he was
only hoping for a quick death. Where were we to go? Going back east to
Cat City would be dangerous. And the west? That would be to jump into the
maw of death, for it was quite likely that the enemy was advancing in our
direction at this very moment. After long deliberation, it seemed to me that
seeking refuge in the foreign enclave was the only course of action open to
us.

Young Scorpion shook his head at the suggestion. I should have known.
He would rather die than lose face by seeking refuge with the foreigners.
He told me to release the soldier. ‘Let him go wherever he wants to!’ I had
to admit that was the only thing we could really do with the soldier, so I
released him.

The sky gradually darkened. It grew unusually and fearfully dark. And all
was silent. There was no one in the immediate vicinity. And yet we knew
that in the distance, there were defeated troops behind us, and enemy
soldiers before us. It was a silence like that on a desert island just before the
sudden fury of a storm. And the quieter that it got the more nervous we
became.

Of course, if Cat Country were wiped out, I could always go somewhere
else. But I was heartbroken with thoughts of my friend, Young Scorpion. To
spend the eve of the extinction of a whole nation in a small lonely room —
what a melancholy prospect! By now I had grown to like Revery to the
point that I couldn’t bring myself to leave her either.

Only when a state is on the verge of extinction does one comprehend
what a weighty relationship exists between an individual and his nationality.
Of course, this had nothing to do with me personally, but I had to consider
things from Scorpion and Revery’s point of view so that I might be able to
enter into their hearts and shoulder part of the load of their grief. There was
nothing that I could say by way of comfort, for the destruction of the
country was due to the stupidity of an entire people. What was the point in
trying to comfort one or two individuals? The death of a state is not the
catharsis of a tragedy, nor is it a poet’s metaphor for righteousness. It is a



cold and ugly fact; it is the steel logic of history. How can one explain away
a fact, no matter how many emotional phrases one uses? I was actually
listening to the last gasp of a dying state. My two friends, of course, heard it
even more clearly than I did. In their hearts they were no doubt cursing the
bitter times and reminiscing over the sweet. Now reliving the past was all
they had, for there was no future, and their present had nothing to offer
except the gradual fulfilment of the greatest disgrace to which creatures can
be subjected: annihilation.

The sky was as black as usual, and the stars were as bright as ever. The
environment was peaceful, and yet on this eve of the demise of an entire
nation, one simply couldn’t close one’s eyes. I knew that they were awake,
and they knew that I wasn’t sleeping either. Yet none of us said anything.
Our tongues seemed to be tied by the cords of doom. From this time on,
neither people nor country would be permitted to speak again. The culture
of another country had become dumb. Her last dream had been a song of
freedom that had come too late. Now she would never wake again. Her soul
could only go to hell, for her record in life was nothing but a dark and dirty
spot on the pages of history.
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FAREWELL TO MARS

IT MUsT have been about dawn when I finally dozed off. I was awoken by
two loud reports. The bodies of my friends were lying in pools of blood not
two feet from me. My revolver lay next to Young Scorpion.

It would be impossible to describe what I felt at the time. My mind was a
total blank and I was only conscious of a generalised pain. I felt the
unflinching stare of my lively friends’ eyes fixed upon me. Lively? For a
moment my brain was unable to make the transition and I couldn’t imagine
two such lively friends as actually being dead. They both seemed to be
staring at me, but there was no expression in their eyes.

They seemed to have grasped hold of some enigmatic and secret
affirmation that they challenged me to guess. I stared at them until my eyes
began to ache; their deathly gaze was still fixed upon me. It was as though
they had given me a very difficult riddle to solve, but my mind was a total
blank. Standing before them and unable to think of any way of bringing
them back from the dead, I was painfully aware of the fragility and
helplessness of life. I shed not a single tear. Except for the fact that I was
standing and they were lying on the floor, we were equally wooden.

Without thinking, I knelt down and felt them; they were still warm.
Everything was the same, except the lack of a friendly response. All that
was left of them now was that tiny fraction of their lives that still survived
in my memory, the rest had died with them. Death is perhaps not without its
tranquil beauty.

Revery was the more pitiable of the two. Beautiful girls were not meant
to live in dying states. I felt that my heart would shatter. The sisters, wives



and mothers of a people have to pay for a society’s sins as well as anyone
else. If T were God, I'd surely regret having made women for such a
spineless people. Knowing Young Scorpion made me pity Revery all the
more. It schemed that while there may have been a logic behind Young
Scorpion’s death, Revery at least should have been spared. But perhaps it
was idle to argue the rights and wrongs of dying with one’s country. Like it
or not, an individual’s nation and people control one’s very existence, and
when the nation or people perish, so does the individual. Besides, when that
dreadful day arrives, who could be so wooden and soulless as not to want to
perish with his state or people?

I began loving Young Scorpion and Revery all the more for having
consciously chosen to accompany Cat Country to oblivion. I longed to call
them back to life just long enough to tell them that they at least were pure,
and that their souls were still their own. I longed to wake them and take
them back to Earth with me so they might enjoy all those pleasures that life
ought to hold. Fantasy is useless, but my only other alternative was grief.
Yet no matter what direction my fantasy took, Revery and Scorpion
remained woodenly stretched out on the floor, seeming to have already
forgotten that I had once been their good friend. Now they would never be
able to appreciate the intensity of pain that their fates had occasioned in my
heart. It was as though life and death were separated from each other by a
long series of skies piled one on top of the other. On one side, everything
was life; on the other, death. And the two sides seemed separated by an
infinite unknown. To me, Scorpion and Reverie now stood in the same
relationship as flowers or birds. Although I might be able to explain to the
world something of what it felt like to be a flower or a bird, still I would
never be able to make one of them speak for itself. The silence of death is
as absolute a fact as the inarticulateness of flowers. I didn’t know what to
do. My friends had already made their final decision, but I was unable to
decide any more, for I no longer felt that life had any meaning.

I sat woodenly watching over them until the sun was up. I could see their
forms more and more clearly, but was less and less clear as to what I should
do next. The light struck Revery’s face. She was still as beautiful and



lovable as ever, but as silent and immobile as a piece of stone. Young
Scorpion’s head was nested in the corner of the wall, and his face still gave
one the impression of boredom, as though even death had not cured him of
his pessimism. There were absolutely no signs of fear on Revery’s face.

I couldn’t guard them any more, for I suddenly realised that if I watched
over them much longer I would go out of my mind. Should I leave them?
The thought of this possibility caused those tears I had not yet shed to fall
like rain. Alone on this vast planet, where was I to go? It was much more
painful to have to give up two friends and go off wandering alone than it
had been to leave Earth on my voyage to Mars. The loneliness of being a
stranger in a foreign land is always difficult to bear at best, but how much
more painful it would be now that my departure from Cat Country would be
caused by the death of two good friends! Their death would pursue me
wherever I went. After crying for I don’t know how long, I clasped them in
my arms and sobbed, ‘Revery, Young Scorpion, goodbye!’

I didn’t have the time to bury them. I felt that if I wasted another second I
would never be able to leave. Gritting my teeth, I picked up my revolver
and ran out. After I was some distance from the dilapidated little house, I
turned and looked back. I decided not to return; even though their corpses
would rot, I could not go back. Then I began castigating myself. What a
jinx I was! The friend who had come with me from Earth had died here, and
now I had to see my two Martian friends end like this. I ought never to
make another friend!

Where would I go? Back to Cat City, of course; that was my only home. I
didn’t see anyone along the way. Everything was shrouded in death. The
sky was grey, and several soldiers lay stretched out along the grey-yellow
road, white-tailed hawks devouring their bodies. The scavengers flew up
and down like graceful dancers, punctuating their movements with shrill
shrieks. Revery’s smile was suddenly before my eyes, and Young
Scorpion’s favourite words and phrases began to echo in my ears. I started
running — they were still pursuing me!

My heart was beating furiously as I neared Cat City. Was it from hope or
fear? I couldn’t have said. There was no one around when I arrived. On the



street, one here another there, lay the bodies of several women, mute
reminders that the soldiers had come through. ‘“The flowers have all run
away!’ It was almost as though I heard Revery’s voice in my ear telling me
of the fate of the rest of Young Scorpion’s women. Yes, they must have
indeed run off; otherwise, they would have been killed by the soldiers and I
would have discovered their bodies among the others. I didn’t have time to
look things over too carefully, but just kept on running straight ahead until I
reached the spot where Hawk’s head was displayed. He was still there
guarding the empty city! The flesh on the head had already been completely
pecked away by the birds, and now he had become the soul of this dead
city. Next [ went to Young Scorpion’s place. There was nothing there. Even
the walls had been broken through in two places. I wanted something, no
matter how small, as a souvenir of Young Scorpion, but the soldiers had not
left any of his possessions. There was nothing left, and the empty shell of
the place was enough to move me to tears. I just had to leave.

I went off to the east, for I knew the refugees must have fled in that
direction. I turned around for a last look at a dead city standing alone in a
vast expanse of grey. I went in the direction of Old Scorpion’s reverie
forest, for this was the route I was most familiar with. The little village that
I remembered from the last time I had passed through was completely
empty now — another mute reminder of the passage of soldiers.

There was no one in the reverie forest when I arrived. I sat under a tree
and rested for a while, and then I felt I had to go on, forced by loneliness to
keep moving. I went down to the sandy beach where I had so often bathed.
Through the mists I saw a man walking towards me from the west. I
guessed that perhaps a turning point in the struggle had arrived so that the
people were now returning to Cat City. Every little while another person
appeared. Gradually I made out that they were rich people accompanied by
soldiers. As I sat resting and watching on the bank of the river, more and
more people began to appear. The people who had soldiers under them
seemed to be racing each other as if there were some reward to be gained
once they reached their goal.



It went on like this for a while, and then before I realised what was
happening, the soldiers started fighting on the road. The rich people started
giving instructions to their troops, and the whole thing took on the aspect of
a formal battle, leaving me even more bewildered than before. Furthermore,
when the Cat People fought, it was never very easy to distinguish between
victor and vanquished. They simply set upon each other with wooden clubs,
but it was only very seldom that one of them would be knocked down, for
they spent much more time in circling around each other than they did in
swinging their clubs. A ducks B, and B ducks A so that unless A or B
becomes careless, there is little chance of one of the clubs finding its mark.
As time dragged on, they still circled each other in an increasingly chaotic
mass. Moreover, the distance between opponents became greater and
greater. One of the groups, however, seemed to be moving forward at the
same time that it was circling. Their leader probably wanted to take
advantage of the confusion to move his troops forward a bit and thus gain
an edge over his competitors so that he would be closer to his goal when the
battle was all over. As this group neared the river, I recognised their leader:
Old Scorpion! I should have known, for Old Scorpion was, after all, the
master strategist of Cat Country. Before long he had circled his troops
around until they were all up front. And just as I had anticipated, when they
were all clear of the melee, they bolted off towards Cat City.

My opportunity had arrived. I took off towards Old Scorpion like an
arrow and actually succeeded in catching up with him. He seemed very
pleased to see me, but at the same time he didn’t seem too anxious to talk.
He was too busy galloping towards Cat City. Panting for all I was worth, I
ran beside him and asked him what he was up to.

‘Follow me! Please follow me!” He panted in the most sincere and
imploring of tones. ‘The enemy is approaching Cat City. Perhaps they’ve
already gone through. I’'m not sure!’

I was most pleased with his words, for I thought that he and his men were
probably rushing to the defence of Cat City now they were utterly
convinced that there was no alternative but to fight. And yet I couldn’t help
wondering why, if they were all uniting to meet the enemy, they had staged



a civil war along the way? There must be something more to it. I told Old
Scorpion that unless he told me what he was up to, I wouldn’t go with him.

He seemed unwilling to let the cat out of the bag, but at the same time he
desperately wanted my help. Since he was familiar with my disposition, he
had no choice but to tell me the truth.

‘We’re going to surrender. Whoever gets to Cat City first will have the
honour of turning it over to the enemy, and you can be sure that there’ll be
no shortage of official positions for whoever gets to do that!’

I pointed towards the city and said, ‘Go right ahead, but I’ll be damned if
I have any time to waste on helping you surrender!’ Not taking the time to
say another word to him, I turned and headed back towards the reverie
forest.

The soldiers to the rear, having apparently profited by Old Scorpion’s
example, also began jockeying forward as they fought. Among them I
recognised the leader of the Red Cord Corps. An exceedingly thick red cord
still tied about his neck, he was struggling forward with phenomenal energy
in order to be the first to surrender.

Just at that point, all activity came to a sudden halt up front. I turned
around and saw that the enemy had arrived, and were in direct confrontation
with Old Scorpion. Now that really did capture my interest, for I wanted to
see exactly how he would surrender. I ran towards Old Scorpion’s troops.

All of the leaders behind me dashed forward too. The leader of the Red
Cord Corps was especially fast and even got ahead of Old Scorpion to kneel
at the feet of the enemy. Then, one after another, all of the leaders knelt
down in submission. It reminded me very much of a group of filial sons and
duteous grandsons kneeling before a coffin in an extended family back
home in the old days.

This was the first time that I had seen the enemy army. In stature, most of
them were a bit shorter than the Cat People, and judging from their facial
expressions, they weren’t too bright. They all looked mean and vicious.
Since I knew nothing of their history or national character, I had no real
basis upon which to judge them, but my first impression was that they were
stupid, mean and cruel. Each of them carried a short stick that looked as



though it were made of steel, but I couldn’t see clearly enough to tell what
these sticks were intended for.

When all of the cat-leaders were kneeling, one of the short enemy who
was obviously an officer gave a signal, and a row of soldiers sprang forward
with great dexterity from the rear of the enemy ranks. They tapped the cat-
leaders on the heads with their short clubs. The latter immediately lowered
their heads, shivered, and then collapsed, lifeless on the ground. Were the
clubs electrified? I couldn’t tell. The cat-soldiers to the rear, upon seeing
their surrendered leaders all killed, let out a cry. It was a cry that sounded as
though it had come from ten million roosters each of which had felt the cold
steel of the butcher’s knife against his neck. They ran to the rear almost
faster, it seemed, than the sound of the cry that they had just issued. A great
number of them lost their footing in the press and were trampled to death.
The enemy did not even bother to pursue them. They merely kicked aside
the bodies of the leaders they had just killed and continued advancing.

I thought of what Young Scorpion had said, ‘The enemy won’t be
satisfied until they have killed every last one of us!’

But I still cherished one last scrap of hope for the Cat People. The
circumstances were, in a way, now favourable for their salvation, for they
had never before faced the situation in which they now found themselves:
they would be murdered whether they resisted or not. Could that situation
fail to stir them to a united resistance? If they banded together, I thought it
unlikely that the enemy would be able to destroy them. I, myself, am a
pacifist, but my reading of history has taught me that war is sometimes the
only means of self preservation. When there is no other way, it becomes the
duty of every individual to go to the front and, if need be, die. Chauvinism
is a despicable thing, but self-preservation is a duty of nature.

I began to convince myself that after suffering this latest horror, the Cat
People would certainly be shocked into putting their backs to the wall and
fighting until the last man. And if they actually did so, I didn’t think the
enemy would necessarily be able to defeat them. I began to follow the
enemy army. I noticed that as they advanced, they were finishing off those
cat-soldiers who were too wounded to get away. One touch of that short



club and it was all over. As far as I could see, these short enemy soldiers
were not people of high cultural accomplishment, though perhaps they were
ever so slightly in advance of the Cat People. If nothing else, they had one
thing over the Cat People — a sense of national consciousness. Of course,
national consciousness is only an enlargement of individual selfishness, but
an enlargement all the same. The Cat People, on the other hand, had never
been aware of anything beyond their petty individual existences.

Fortunately, when I had set out for the front with Young Scorpion, I had
taken along a supply of reverie leaves, otherwise I certainly would have
starved, for begging food of the enemy was unthinkable. I followed the
main body of the short enemy troops at a distance. I didn’t dare get too
close to them, for they might well have captured me as a spy. They
continued marching until they came to the spot where my spacecraft had
crashed. Then they fell out for a rest. I kept an eye on them from a distance.
The craft seemed to have aroused their interest. That was another point of
difference between them and the Cat People: at least they had cultivated the
habit of being curious about new things. I thought once more of my
childhood friend. His unburied bones were doubtless being trampled to
splinters by the enemy host.

After they had rested for a while, a group of them began digging,
working with amazing speed. In appearance they were stupid and clumsy,
but when they had set their minds to do something, apparently they got
right to it with no sign of hesitation or torpor. Nor was there anything
slipshod about the way they approached their task. Before long they had
completed digging a deep, broad pit. A bit later, a group of Cat People
appeared from the east. Several of the short enemy soldiers were behind
them, driving them forward like a flock of sheep. When they neared the pit,
the soldiers who had been resting after the dig stood and surrounded them.
The enemy crowded the Cat People into the pit. The shrieks and cries of the
Cat People were enough to shatter a heart made of steel. But the hearts of
the enemy must have been even harder than that, for they went right on
prodding the Cat People into the pit with their steel clubs.



Among the Cat People were men, women and even mothers clasping
babies to their breasts. The pain which such a sight occasioned in me defies
all description, and yet there was absolutely nothing I could do to save
them. I closed my eyes, but I shall always remember those heart-rending
shrieks. I can hear them even now. The screaming died away abruptly, and
when I opened my eyes, I saw those short little enemy beasts busily
throwing earth into the hole. The Cat People buried alive! This then was
their punishment for failing to make themselves strong. I didn’t know upon
what object I ought to vent my hatred. And yet I had learned something
from all of this, whatever consolation that was worth. People who don’t
consider themselves as people will not be treated as people by others. The
unchecked selfish desires of each individual are enough to cause countless
compatriots to suffer the barbarous punishment of being buried alive!

If T were to describe everything that I saw that day, I would weep myself
blind, for those short enemy soldiers were the cruellest people I had ever
seen. The destruction of Cat Country was now complete, I even doubt that
very many of their flies were left.

Towards the end, I actually saw a few Cat People try to resist, but even
then they could only manage to band together in groups of three or five at
the most. On the very brink of death, they still didn’t understand the need
for cooperation. Later, on a small mountain, I ran into ten or so Cat People
who had escaped. It was the only spot that had not yet been occupied by the
enemy soldiers. But before three days were out, even this group of refugees
had begun fighting each other so that over half of them were already dead.
Before the enemy troops arrived in the area, the group was down to two;
they must have been the last two survivors in all of Cat Country. By the
time the enemy arrived, these two were locked in mortal combat. Rather
than killing them, the enemy soldiers locked them in a large wooden cage
where they continued their struggle until they had bitten each other to death.
In this way, the Cat People themselves completed their own destruction.



After living on Mars for another half year, I encountered a French
exploration craft and thus was able to return alive to my own great, glorious
and free China.

THE END
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NOTES

bean curd parlour: A vendor of fresh-made bean curd. Similar to
commercial bread making, bean curd preparation begins early in the
morning, and consists of the grinding and boiling of soybeans.

slips of paper money: As part of Chinese funerary customs, paper money is
burnt as an offering to the deceased for their use in the afterlife.

ancient Chinese sages proscribing physical contact between members of
the opposite sex: As set down in classical Chinese texts such as the
Book of Rites, one of the Five Classics traditionally believed to have
been authored or edited by Confucius.

freedom: The word for ‘freedom’ in Felinese is not at all like the one we
use in Chinese. By ‘freedom’ the Cat People mean ‘taking
advantage of others; noncooperation; creating disturbances’.
(Narrator’s note to the original text.)

the argument for the innate goodness of man won't hold water: The
Chinese philosopher Mencius argued that human nature is good and
when it operates spontaneously or ‘unconsciously’, it tends towards

acts of benevolence.



He quoted the Cat Country Classics at me: Refers to the Five Classics of
Confucian philosophy and the Classic of Poetry, one of the Five
Classics, and the oldest extant collection of Chinese poetry dating

from the tenth to the seventh centuries BCE.

We Foreigners had Better Stick Together: Throughout the nineteenth and
early twentieth century, most foreigners in China lived in foreign
enclaves where they were insulated from the Chinese populace and
beyond the jurisdiction of Chinese law.

Light Country: A play on the Chinese names for America (Beauty
Country) and Britain (Brave Country).

frost-covered winter melon: A vine-grown vegetable gourd native to China
that is covered in a fuzzy white coating when young.

Madam Ambassador’s Story: Under the traditional marriage system,
widows were not permitted to remarry. There would often be intense
rivalry between the usually elder head wife and the younger
secondary wives or concubines.

Reverie leaves make excellent medicine: Similarly, opium was often used
in China to treat diseases or even minor indispositions in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century.

But nobody binds a girl’s feet anymore: Towards the end of the nineteenth
century, various interest groups such as Christian missionaries,
educated women and the feminist movement began to advocate for

an end to foot-binding and by the early twentieth century the



imperial Qing court and Republican government that came after,
made attempts to prohibit the practice.

ten thousand: Historically, ten thousand is the largest discrete numerical
unit. “Ten thousand years’ was a form of address reserved
exclusively for the emperor and translates as ‘long live’.

woman radical: Each Chinese character is a logogram made up of
individual components called ‘radicals’, and the Chinese character
for ‘woman’ is both a radical and a character. The ‘woman’ radical
appears in many Chinese characters and is one of the more
frequently occurring radicals. Meanwhile, the “‘woman’ character is
a plural noun, able to represent both ‘woman’ and ‘women’ in
meaning.

hwala-fuszji: In the original Chinese, these foreign phrases resemble the
transliteration of the Russian language in Chinese.

Ruler of the Ten Thousand Brawls: In ancient times, the Chinese emperor
was known as ‘Ruler of the Ten Thousand Chariots’, such as that set
down in the foundational Taoist text, the Tao Te Ching.

Uncle Karl: Suggestive of the influential German philosopher Karl Marx,
who co-authored The Communist Manifesto with Friedrich Engels.

Red Cord Corps: Alludes to the military arm of the Chinese Communist
Party, the Red Army, as it was known during the civil war with the
Kuomintang Party, following the break-up of the Kuomintang-

Communist alliance in 1927.
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