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Chapter One

Part I
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Numerous peaks stood tall in the southwest of Shangzhou, and X Village was nestled amidst three peaks: Heavenly Peak, Earthly Peak, and Human Peak, which stood side by side, with a winding Zhuang River in between. The river twisted and turned, playing all sorts of tricks, compelling one peak to fall under the sway of Shaanxi, another under Henan's embrace, while still another belonging to Hubei's domain. On the side of the river belonging to Shaanxi, a fourth peak known as Candlestick Peak appeared precisely in the middle of the three original peaks. It was said that the winds blew on mornings and evenings, so the grass and trees on the three peaks bowed and rose; Candlestick Peak was tranquil like a sanctuary, with its candlelight shining brightly, and the candle's wick trembling like a chicken's heart.

The villagers’ surnames were miscellaneous and strange, and many resided in stone houses, where sunlight illuminated the rooms, shining brightly. When it rained, it did not leak, and the sound of rain was like frying beans. Sometimes, the sky was enveloped in mist, and mountains were seen as if they had been erased by clouds. There were cries from eagles, wolves, rabbits, and foxes, their voices sharp and mournful as they descended from above. Thus, the villagers revered gods and goddesses, and there were numerous taboos observed monthly: men are refrained from traveling far on the first day of every lunar month; people avoid tilling the soil on the 15th day; and on the 17th and 21st, females are forbidden from handling needles and threads. It was said that the offense leads to a visual impairment, and at night one could be bewitched by little spirits on the road. In the village, children were considered most precious. It was said that their urine could cure all ailments if consumed, so during the hottest part of summer they would often herd children to the river bend, where they played in the water and inevitably peed while having fun. After having enough fun, they laid them out naked on the stone slabs to bask in the sun, and then raised their feet to verify their ancestral origins. Strangely enough, most of the extended feet had a small toenail that was not whole, but split into two parts, one large and one small. One would say, "I am a native of Shangzhou County!" Another would say, "I am also a native of Shangzhou!" A small part of them, with complete toenails, suddenly felt ashamed, and pointing to the ancient fortress on the peak, they argued unreasonably, "If I am not a native of Shangzhou, why is there an ancient fortress with our surname on that peak?!" The arguments continued, with everyone disagreeing and bickering endlessly.

The ancient fortress was constructed upon peak summits, with massive stone slabs requiring two, four, or even eight men to carry, piled straight up along the jagged, precipitous edges of the cliff. Some appeared precarious in the wind, but even several people could barely push them away. It exuded an oily sheen that turned black with age, marking it as a century-old relic. In the rifts between rocks grew chicken bones-like shrubs, their dry branches and bare trunks providing a stage for eagles and vultures to engage in fierce struggles, leaving sticky, hard feathers behind, which were collected by villagers and placed on both sides of the family altar, as symbols of honor for the "Heaven and Earth Deities".

Those were days of yore, when mountains loomed and emperors dwelled far away; in those tumultuous times, bandits flocked to this borderland between Hubei, Henan, and Shaanxi Provinces, wreaking havoc upon villagers. As a result, wealthy landlords fled to lofty peaks to quarry and build fortresses, storing provisions for sustenance. Now that children were naively ignorant, but full of innocence, they flaunted the remnants of past sins in order to glorify their lineage's prowess, arguing about ancestral origins, and thus could not help but engage in fierce disputes and violent altercations. Parents alike took sides to defend their own children, thus disrupting harmony. They would point to the crimson sun above and invoke the heavens as witness, or they would quarrel fiercely in front of the Nine Immortals Tree beneath the Candlestick Peak, where they would bite off their middle fingers and swear upon them with solemn oaths.

The Nine Immortals Tree, an ancient tree that has stood a thousand years, has long since hollowed out. It was supported by rocks on one side and wooden stakes on the other. Divided among nine branches, each branch displayed a distinct quality. When people deemed it extraordinary, they enshrined it as the spirit tree of the village. Strange trees grew on strange peaks, which were the reason for the presence of Taoism. However, when looking up from the bottom of the peak, there was no Taoist temple. All that could be seen was the most complete stone wall around it. The wall was double-layered, exceedingly wide, with external parapets and observation slits, all adorned with gun emplacements. Climbing the winding stone path up the mountain peak, one entered the fortress gate with bowed head, finding oneself in a spacious courtyard. Clouds revolved around the temple pillars, moss covered the steps, creating an atmosphere of tranquility. Clouds encircled the pillars of the pavilion, and moss adorned the steps; it was quite serene. In the courtyard, there was an old Taoist priest, with a dirty face but eyes like stars, exuding an air of ancient elegance. This Taoist priest, during the Cultural Revolution, had once returned to secular life, marrying a one-eyed wife. Four years ago, he abandoned his wife and entered the temple again, resuming his studies under the flickering lamplight, reciting the Canon of Alchemy and the Tao Te Ching. The old Taoist still had three young disciples, all of whom look foolish. Besides studying scriptures, they plant vegetables, chop firewood, fetch water, and clean the temple courtyard. They secretly cursed the old Taoist for having returned to secular life and being impure. However, the old Taoist had resided in the temple for over thirty years, studied Taoist classics, mastered their meanings, understood the profound divination techniques of the I Ching (Book of Changes), and was well-versed in both geographic and historical knowledge, as well as literary works. Thus, the three young Taoists had no choice but to respect him as their master. 

Each time the Taoist master witnessed individuals in the village swear under the giant Nine Immortals Tree, he would prepare ink and brushes, and reproduce an excerpt from the "Records of the Grand Historian: The Biographies of Shang Yang", sighing for these descendants of Lord Shang. Sometimes he could not bear to look at the older ladies, married women, and young girls, so he just recited strange words on a stone-carved couplet in front of the Taoist temple. Most villagers were illiterate; those who could read regarded it as a celestial script, staring at it in astonishment. Upon witnessing the old Taoist merely reciting, they were seized with fear, dispersing down the mountain, not mentioning any further matters of enmity or favor. And children, unable to resist their curiosity, soon reconciled themselves, and timidly approached to listen to the old Taoist's stories of the past and present.

This summer, children ventured less to the river to play in its depths, and had even fewer chances to visit the Taoist temple on the Candlestick Peak, for the adults were saying that a new musk deer had arrived here, a surprisingly large white musk deer. There was once this beast in the mountains, but it had long since disappeared, and none had ever been seen in white. At the sight of the white musk deer, hearts were alarmed, with rumors circulating that it had become a spirit, capable of standing on its hind legs and transforming into a woman, beckoning passersby in the wilderness. Or it might be that a certain wife, often startled in the middle of the night by dreams of someone breaking into her house and forcing her to have intercourse, and when asked for his name, he claimed to be surnamed "Musk". The children were baffled when the situation was getting tense. They often watched from afar the mountainside fortresses and trees in search of that monster's appearance. Upon any slight stir, they would scream, "Musk!" The adults ascended the mountain, returned empty-handed, and then forbade anyone from going out casually. For a time, they regarded the musk deer as an ominous sign. The children, however, could not stay calm, and since they could not venture out themselves, they asked their father, but the responses were extremely impatient.

"Dad, is there truly such a white musk deer?"

"Careful with yourself!" 

"Have you witnessed it before?" 

"If so, you won't have a Dad any more!"

"So, is that really an ominous sign?" 

"Carry your ores!"

The children set off to carry the ores. The father stooped like a crayfish in the cave, extracting a stone, and tossed it over his shoulder with a flick of his arm. The child would then collect it in a sack. After gathering half a sack, he pulled it out with all his might, only for both himself and the sack to topple to the ground as soon as they emerged from the cave. Drenched in sweat, the eyes fixated on the towering peaks. Will there suddenly appear a white musk deer?

The youngsters loathed that cave with all their hearts. The cave consumed their joy, preventing them from casually ascending the mountain to listen to the old Taoist's stories of ancient and modern times or to inquire about the whereabouts of the white musk. They would murmur: It would be best if the mine collapse once more.

First, there was the "Great Leap Forward" in 1958, when steel and iron were smelted everywhere, and all old pots and rusty locks in the village were handed over, so the eyes were fixed on the ancient bell hanging on the Nine Immortals Tree at the Candlestick Peak. The ancient bell shattered, the boundaries between Hubei, Henan, and Shaanxi Province echoing no more with music. The Taoist stood motionless like a wooden statue, gazing at the eagles soaring amidst the mountains and listening to the waves of sorrowful cries from the forest as if they were ebbing tides. He swept the leaves aside, burned incense, and lifted his voice towards the heavens in a cry for help. Later, public officials arrived to explore the site, declaring that there was antimony here. They dug pits and tunnels, extracting a black stone with a mysterious hue. With stones extracted, it was suddenly announced that the reserve was not substantial, the country decided not to invest and the officials were withdrawn. The dug-out caves were covered with grasses, housing wolves and foxes; in autumn, there were piles of beast dung. A year later, there was a child missing; then, in the cave, a heap of gnawed bones and a child's collar were discovered, which left no one daring to enter again. During these past couple of years, land was privately subcontracted, allowing farmers to cultivate crops or engage in commerce. Zhang Lao Da, the eldest son of the Zhang family once again extracted antimony ore from the abandoned cave. After extracting one or two sacks, he hitched a ride to sell it to the county mineral company and ended up with a large sum of money. Following his lead, many other families joined in, and the cave was dug out like a chicken coop, often collapsing. In the end, each family would excavate anew, digging as much as they could, with the father assigning his child to act as a laborer.

The Dad called out to his son again in the cave, with a muted voice.

The child clambered in once more; the tunnel was dank and humid, with jagged rocks forming a jagged wall, which promptly struck the child's head, resulting in an immense bump. The Dad urged, "Hurry up! Hurry up!" But the child asked, "Dad, is that white musk deer a spirit?" 

Slap! The Dad, as usual, swung his hand over. A burst of golden light appeared before the child's eyes, leaving a muddy five-finger mark on his face. Dad would still reproach, "It has become a spirit and will devour you! "

The child did not say a word, but came out with the ore on his back and cursed in a low voice: "Devour the Dad!"
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Part II
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Indeed, there was a pregnant white musk deer on the mountain, one that had escaped from the foothills of Hubei. Its mate perished in a hunter’s bonfire. And so, the white musk made its way across mountains and rivers to reach here.

Soon the white musk deer gave birth. It rolled in the ancient fortress of the Heavenly Peak, howling, smashing its head against the stone slabs until blood gushed out from its lower body, reddening both the stones and the mossy weeds between them. The little musk deer was finally born, and surprisingly, it was a pair of twins: one male and one female.

The young twin musk deer grew rapidly, inheriting their parents' wild nature, robust in build, and never falling ill. They loved the sun in the sky, the stars in the night, the wild grasses, the cool breeze, and the dew. Under the guidance of the white musk deer, they leaped over boulders, scaled tree trunks, and caught the gray-furred rabbits racing by like shadows.

One day, they went down the mountain to forage for food. Suddenly, a wave of yellow surged forth from the underbrush, revealing a fat dog that pounced on the male musk deer with lightning speed. The male musk deer lay motionless on the ground, the white musk deer and the female musk deer were stunned, as was the dog. The four beasts exchanged glances for an extended duration before lunging simultaneously to rip each other apart, with the male musk deer rolling to a level ground about 7 meters away. With a roar, the white musk deer leaped forward, landing on top of the dog, where they instantly became entangled, their fur mingling in hues of yellow and white, each silently panting with exertion, only hearing the hissing sound of their own fur being bitten and plucked. Suddenly, the white musk deer bit down on the dog's spine, causing it to emit a pitiful cry as it was flung away several paces, scrambling madly down the mountain.
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Part III
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This dog was named Ah Huang, belonging to Second Son of Zhang's Family. Every household in this village had a dog, and all of them had their tails cut off so that they could run fast in the forests and grass. Only Second Son's dog keeps its tail, looking very heroic. It was as ferocious as a wolf, but also diligent and docile. It could understand Second Son’s commands and act accordingly. It followed Second Son, scouting for hares and catching quails and pigeons, never failing once. On this day, it unexpectedly discovered a musk deer. Just when it thought it could proudly appear before its master with a prey in its mouth, it failed. With blood flowing from its spine, it ran down the Heavenly Peak all the way to the Candlestick Peak, where a field covered with wild alfalfa appeared. Its loud barking woke up Second Son sleeping there.

Second Son was sleeping soundly when suddenly the dog flipped off the straw hat covering his face. He cursed, "Damn dog, what are you barking about?" Then, upon opening his eyes and seeing Ah Huang's back bleeding, he leaped to his feet in a single bound.

Ah Huang barked incessantly, his head pointing upwards towards the Heavenly Peak.

With a baffled expression, Second Son rose to his feet, but Ah Huang dashed forward instead. After running for a while, it turned back to look. Second Son knew that the dog had found something, so he followed it all the way up to the Heavenly Peak. In the clump of yellow millet grass, Second Son saw the traces of something being knocked down. He bent down and noticed musk fur hanging in the grass. His eyes immediately lit up, and he hugged Ah Huang, shouting, "Musk deer! Musk deer has appeared! Ah Huang, where is the musk deer? Where is it?" But Ah Huang looked confused and barked. Second Son then began to look around, his eyes sharp like an eagle's. However, he found nothing! He turned and ran down the peak, panting heavily, passing by the wild alfalfa field where he slept, and reached the cave of antimony ore, shouting loudly, "Brother, brother, Ah Huang has bitten the musk deer!"

Inside the cave, a hum arose as a figure emerged, covered in dirt, with a blurred gaze. The harsh sunlight assaulted his eyes, causing them to squint shut like a narrow slit, asking, "What did you say, Second Son?"

Second Son answered, "Behold, this is the fur of the musk deer, discovered by Ah Huang; they had a fight. The musk deer is indeed in our area!"

Zhang Lao Da did not overreact, uttering oohs as he walked towards the pond in the meadow. The fountain was small, surrounded by a ring of grass named Pig Thigh. The sun heated the water surface, causing bubbles to periodically emerge from beneath the grass roots. A frog raised countless tadpoles inside. He stirred the water surface, put his mouth in, and drank frantically. 

Second Son was chewing on the tender shoots of the wheatgrass, mashing it into a pulp, and applying it to the wound on Ah Huang's back, while his eyes were fixed intently on his elder brother.

Their parents passed away early, and the eldest brother took on the responsibility to support the family at the age of 12. He became both the father and mother of his younger brother and sister. Three siblings, inseparable in their reliance on one another, had lost their family's belongings but their home was still standing. Their days were indeed harsh. In winter, clothing is clad in wraps of warmth; in summer, garments shed their layers for a light touch. When they had grown up and attained strength, upon encountering land contracts, their entire labor force was ready to deploy. The land did not deplete them, as their three 2-bushel storage jars overflowed with grain, necessitating the construction of a five-grid cabinet to accommodate the abundant harvest. When poverty strikes, minds tend to wander, yet with provisions in hand, one's spirit gains strength. The elder brother told them, "In these mountains, our efforts are as boundless as the lands. If we pour in every drop of strength and the earth supplies its share, it would be difficult to anticipate an increase in yields by another hundred or two hundred yuan. And yet there is no money coming in, only going out. We must seek means to make ends meet!" Lao Da ventured into the abandoned cave to dig the ores. In the ruins, there were phosphorescent lights that shimmered blue in the darkness; none of the villagers could resist scaring him. When the ore was dug out, he carried it in a basket to the highway, then caught turtles from the river and crabs from under the stones, gave them to passing drivers, and hitched a ride to the county mineral company to sell them, earning a hundred yuan in a month. Thus, complaints were lodged with the county government 40km away, alleging that this was the unauthorized extraction of national minerals. The county government was wise. Upon further inquiry, permission was granted for private mining. However, upon its implementation, the villagers flocked to the mines, which resulted in the rapid collapse of tunnels. Before long, the once promising mine became a barren wasteland, and not a single lump of ore could be extracted anymore. Unable to extract it, nobody ventured to dig. While their ore cave was still in good condition, and as they watched their family tear down the stone slab house that had been passed down through generations and build a grand house with blue tiles and white walls, the villagers felt a surge of discontent. Later, rumors spread that a white musk deer had appeared, which was considered an ominous sign, and that the village would soon face disaster and misfortune.

Alas, when the elder brother remained silent, Second Son felt inexplicably uneasy, even a bit angry! The elder brother was truly meek, contenting himself with mining alone and oblivious to the reason behind the gossip about the musk deer in the village. So he said, "Big Brother, why don't you speak? Since there is a musk deer, let's find a way to slay it. Nowadays, everyone is speaking of this, their intentions all directed towards our family!"

Lao Da said, "I know this matter better than you! Ultimately, it's because our place is poor; when you're extremely poor, you can't stand seeing others have thicker rice soup in their bowls. Instead of trying to make your own soup as thick as theirs, you want to find a way to make theirs as thin as yours. This is where the foolishness lies."

"Big Brother, you’re right! Anyway, our tile-roofed house has been built; hence, mining operations shall cease. By then, when you marry Sister Yun Yun, we will live a prosperous life together, not much worse than others. If we continue mining, our reputation will only get worse!"

Lao Da fell silent; his head seemed heavy. Gazing upon the pond, tadpoles emerged once more to the surface, their black dots like ink drops. A frog let out its croak, followed by seven or eight others in unison, their calls monotonous and dull. Second Son grew impatient and cast a stone over, and the frog's croaking ceased instantly. But soon it started again, and he picked up a larger stone to throw. Lao Da rose and waved his hand, saying: "Come on, no digging anymore, time to go home!" And he went away alone.

As Second Son followed his elder brother, Ah Huang licked his neck affectionately. He continued talking about the white musk deer on the mountain; his teeth were grinding and his mouth was foaming, "Big Brother, I'm going to use the explosives to blow up the mine in the afternoon. Tomorrow morning, we'll go find Brother Big Guang and borrow his hunting rifle. I don't believe we can't kill that musk deer!"

Lao Da said fiercely, "Nonsense! You go to the ancestral grave in the afternoon, cut down those dozen pine trees, and carry them here!" Second Son said, "Carry them here? What for?" Lao Da said, "All the caves have collapsed, only ours is still intact. We can expand this cave, set up supports, and the whole village can come to dig." Second Son was stunned for a long time, then said, "Are you crazy? Those who hate You gnashed your teeth in hatred, yet you would fortify this cave for others to dig into?" Lao Da answered, "As others struggle with poverty, do you find solace in your supposed prosperity, feeling content within yourself? The fortress on the Heavenly Peak belonged to the Li family landlord, who had immense wealth, but what happened later?" Second Son shouted, "I don't want to be the wealthy one. I'm saying we should blow up the mine. If we're all poor, who can say 'no' to us?" Lao Da said, "Why go to such extremes? It's like holding a golden bowl to beg for food." Second Son couldn't argue with his elder brother. Second Son is a wild horse, and the elder brother is the bit in his mouth. Second Son is a tiger, and the elder brother is Wu Song, the master of capturing tigers. Lao Da is the head of this family. Second Son suddenly threw Ah Huang off his back and said, "Hmph, you have good thoughts. Why didn't the Sun family marry Sister Yun Yun to you for free?"

With a final flick of his tongue, Second Son remained silent. Lao Da said, "Go ahead, why aren't you saying anything?" Second Son grumbled, "She's here!" and gestured with his mouth towards the riverbank. A flock of sheep emerged from the riverbank, with Yun Yun standing amidst them. Yun Yun was wearing a floral polyester shirt, her breasts prominent, smiling as she gazed in this direction. With legs tightly clasping a curving horned sheep, as the animal struggled to break free, so did the grip on its limbs become more intense. Second Son hurriedly turned around and walked towards the mountain. Yun Yun shouted down below, "Second Son, Second Son, I picked some fruits for you!" Second Son remained silent, pretending to be deaf, lying far away on the slope, rolling around with Ah Huang.

After a moment's hesitation, Lao Da walked down, making his way straight to the sheepfold, where they surrounded him. Lao Da said, "What fruit? Let me try it!" Yun Yun said, "You're so greedy, like a stinky cat. Go sharpen your mouth on a stone!" But in her hand, she revealed a green fruit with two pointed ends and stuffed it into his mouth. Yun Yun said, "Second Son is so sneaky, he didn't even come!" Lao Da said, "He was in his twenties and knew something about it! It is time for dinner; why are you still herding the sheep up the mountain?" Yun Yun said, "I have come to look for you!" Lao Da said, "Didn't I tell you? During the day, we shouldn't look for each other, the villagers' eyes are like hooks!" Yun Yun pursed her lips and said, "It was my Dad who told me to come find you!" Lao Da panicked, "Your Dad, your Dad knows? Did you tell him?" Yun Yun said, "Dad asked where this polyester shirt came from." Lao Da complained, "You're again showing off, you wore the shirt as soon as I bought it and gave you!" Yun Yun said: "If I don’t wear it, do I have to leave it to my son?" After saying this, her face turned red. Lao Da looked back at the distant Second Son, who had disappeared into the grass, and said, "It's good that he knows, does he agree?" 

Yun Yun said, "My Dad has no opinion. When asked who the matchmaker is, I said there is no matchmaker. Dad slapped me in the face."

Lao Da's face lost its color, and he shouted: "He's angry, where's your grandma? Didn't you tell her?"

Yun Yun said, "He was truly angry; he walked out through the door without having the meal, and didn't come back all day. My grandma was so anxious that she knelt on the kang burning incense, crying, and kowtowing. When it got dark, my Dad came back, scolded me again, and blamed my grandma, saying that she spoiled me. In the end, he said, "I found a matchmaker, let Jilin's mother be the matchmaker!" He went to find the matchmaker, smoked a cigarette with her, and gave her ten yuan as a hush money, asking her to be the matchmaker but not to talk nonsense. You should also bring the gifts of four colors today to ask Jilin's mother, so she can spread the word in the village, and my Dad and grandma won’t lose face!"

Lao Da's face lit up, his eyes fixed on Yun Yun, sparkling with excitement. His hands reached out tentatively, like a snake, biting down on Yun Yun's hand. Yun Yun exclaimed, "No, no!" and hurriedly looked towards the distant slope, but her hand weakly allowed Lao Da to grip it. Then, suddenly, the two of them disappeared. The sheep scattered, bleating all around.

Second Son on the slope was rolling around with Ah Huang, getting covered in grass clippings. Later, he lay there motionless, one eye watching the dog and the other eye fixed on the flock of sheep. Suddenly, he hugged Ah Huang, scaring the dog so much that it howled.

On the hillside, the youngest son of Niu Mozi was herding a flock of sheep down, with snot running down his nose, calling out to Second Son: "Hey, brother, look what I found!" He held up three cliff chicken eggs. Second Son asked, "Where did you dig these up? Let's start a fire and cook them! I can use a stone as a pot!" The boy replied, "No, I want to eat them at night, there are people coming to our house then!" Second Son asked, "Are ghosts coming to your house?" The boy said, "All the people from Niu's family are coming; my dad is updating the family tree. Dad said my generation is 'Kang' (meaning defeat) generation, and I have a big name, it should be 'Kang Zhang'!" Second Son cursed, "'Kang Zhang', does that have anything to do with our Zhang family? I'll kick you in the foot!" The boy said, "Are you cursing me?" Second Son replied, "I even want to hit you!" With a fierce grin, he scared the boy, who hurried to drive the sheep down. But Second Son blocked his way, and when the boy questioned why he wouldn't let him pass, Second Son couldn't find the words and ended up punching him to the ground. However, the flock of sheep didn't listen to Second Son; seeing the sheep below, the two groups charged at each other in mutual hatred. After a while, they both retreated several feet and then suddenly lowered their heads to charge, producing a loud bang, like wood breaking, with horns snapping on the ground.

In that cluster of red-eyed cat bushes, the leaves trembled without wind, and beside it stood a solitary shepherd's crook. Second Son thought: that must be the guard of my brother and his girlfriend, right?
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Chapter Two

Part I
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In the three stone houses, the light was getting dimmer. Yun Yun was burning some mugwort firewood at the stove, and the fire was laughing, ha ha ha, which made Yun Yun feel dazed. She touched her cheek with her hand, feeling a bit itchy, and then cursed, "You wicked thing!" Grandma, who was on the kang, heard this and asked, "Yun Yun, your mouth is like a knife, who are you cursing?" Yun Yun hurriedly replied, "I didn't curse anyone, Grandma misunderstood again!" The fire then went out, and the red glow on the wall disappeared, with yellow smoke enveloping the room, causing Grandma to cough again. Yun Yun said, "Grandma, there's no wind outside, let me carry you to the door to sit for a while." Saying this, she carried Grandma out and let her lie sideways on the lounge chair, giving her a back and waist massage.

Grandma is seventy-four years old. "At seventy-three, eighty-four, the King of Hell will summon you to discuss matters." Over the past year, the whole family’s hearts had been clenched with worry. But she has just pulled through with remarkable strength, and she has a great appetite. She jokes that Yun Yun’s mother had a short life and passed away before sixty, and also says that Yun Yun’s father doesn’t eat as much as she does. Yun Yun once said, "When people get old, they rely on a bowl of rice; Grandma can live to a hundred!" She loved to hear such flattery and was very self-reliant. She taught Yun Yun to spin yarn, weave cloth, and cut paper flowers at home. When she had nothing to do, she would stop Yun Yun to listen to her. Yun Yun was most afraid of her talking. Sometimes she was talking about heaven, sometimes about underground. She was talking about the living, and suddenly she was talking about the dead. She could not tell the difference between the world of the living and the underworld, and she mixed up reality and dreams. Yun Yun felt confused and horrified. Grandma lay quietly on the reclining chair and asked, "Is the meal ready?" Yun Yun replied, "The dough has been chopped and put on the kneading board, and the water is boiling. I'll put them in the pot when Dad and Brother come back." Grandma then said, "Make more food today; your mother is coming back. Last night, she returned and sat by the stove, talking to me about your marriage. Alas, people say it is difficult to find a wife for a son, and even more difficult to marry a daughter! Who knows whether the man’s house is a blessed cellar or a hell of a fire? The sun has set; your Dad should be back now. Go make some tea." Hearing this, Yun Yun felt anxious and went into the room to light the oil lamp, but instead of making tea, she took a comb to remove the lice from Grandma's head. Grandma said, "Alas, I am too old to walk in front of people. I wash my hair, but it still gets lice! If you apply some powder on my head, the lice will be killed." Yun Yun replied, "When people get old, does the scalp itch? Won't the powder sting?" Grandma laughed, snatched the comb and said, "If you want me to comb, let me do it myself. You should go make tea, or your Dad will scold you when he comes back!"

A voice came from behind the cypress bushes in the yard: "Am I a tiger?" Yun Yun stuck out her tongue and said: "Dad is really back!" Rising hastily to fetch the teapot, her Dad stepped into the doorway. He is a Barber, making his way to the weekly market in Qili town. With him carried a long bamboo shoulder pole, one end supporting a washbasin frame, adorned with a copper basin with broken rim, and the other supporting a mud-built fireplace fueled by charcoal. Hanging above the shoulder pole was the razor-sharp scraper used for precision shaving. Putting down his shoulder pole, he sat down beside his mother and, took out a castor leaf roll from his bosom, unwrapped it to reveal an oil cake, and handed it to her, saying, "I bought it in the town; it's soft, mother, hurry and eat it. Once I leave, you and your granddaughter start to complain about me! I have scolded Yun Yun once about the matchmaking matter, you let her say, what part of me is excessive?

Yun Yun placed the teapot on the fire pit and replied, "If Dad is kind, you should have ventured into the mine cave of Lao Da to dig ores! "

Barber asked, "Is this another idea he came up with for you?"

Yun Yun said，"He is reinforcing the cave he dug, ensuring that no one would dig recklessly, as it not only damages the mineral resources but is also unsafe. He has already cut down the trees in the grave to make supports. Why doesn’t Dad also join in and help him?'

Barber stopped talking, sharpening his razor on the whetstone. After a moment, he tested it with his finger, then plucked a hair and blew it against the blade, and the hair was cut. Yun Yun brought out the teapot, poured a yellowish liquid into a bowl, and handed it to her Dad with both hands, saying, "Dad is reluctant to spend money again!" Barber didn't look at his daughter, drank the tea in one gulp, and said to his mother, "Where would I get the money? My daughter has grown up, and I haven't received a single penny, yet now I'm supposed to spend money to help others?" Yun Yun said, "This is to help Dad earn big money, not to throw money into the river!"

Her Dad said, "In this life on earth, who doesn't love to count their pennies? However, money that should not be owned need not be pursued. I have watched  Zhang Lao Da grow up; though he is clever, his parents passed away too early, and precisely due to their absence, these two brothers are undisciplined and have an unbridled nature! You can see for yourself, he made money from mining, but what about his reputation?"

Yun Yun said, "When you out of money, you claim poverty; but when you encounter a gold nugget, you treat it like a piece of broken tile! "

The Dad yelled, "What did you say? Say it again!" Yun Yun was about to speak again, but the grandma, lying on the recliner, chewing oil cake in her mouth, glared at Yun Yun. Yun Yun then pressed her Dad's undershirt into the water basin and scrubbed it, making a loud splashing noise, water spilling all over the floor. Her Dad said, "If you don't want to wash it, then don't do. Can the clothes withstand your scrubbing like that?" Finally, the grandma swallowed the oil cake in her mouth and said, "Yun Yun, don't wait for your elder and Second Son, go make the noodles. Your mother has already arrived and is waiting to eat. Are you looking to get scolded by your mother too?" Yun Yun said, "Grandma is muddleheaded again!" , and went into the house to light the fire, accidentally knocking over a bowl. Her Dad uttered a humph. Yun Yun replied, "It was the cat that knocked it over!" and kicked the cat out of the house with her foot. The cat, feeling wronged, jumped over the fence and disappeared.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Author: Jia Pingwa
Translator: Cheng Shuiyir

GREAT WALL PUBLISHING






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





