Sample from Old Kiln (古炉)
Jia Pingwa

Note: Peasants in China often go by their nicknames, as used to be common in many rural societies, and these names are sometimes the only ones they commonly use throughout their life.  This scene is from the middle of the book. 


Happy had never gone with a woman in his life.  He lived with his nephew, Millstone, and his wife, and while there was never enough money, the three of them got along fairly well.  Happy would often say to the others in the corral that the long shirt he wore had been sewn for him by his nephew’s wife the very day the weather got hot.  Then he’d lift up a foot and pull off the shoe, saying that the shoes were two pairs a year, and had hand-sewn soles, too.  He bragged that at every meal he went home for he got cornmeal noodles, and that his nephew’s wife would ladle him out a full bowl first, then add a chopstick’s worth of noodles on the top.  Millstone would have to wait until she’d thrown some pickled vegetables in the pot, then would get a bowlful plus a pinch of noodles and vegetables on top; his wife drank broth.  Happy talked so much about his nephew’s wife that the others used to tease him, saying: you make her out to be such a saint, does she lay your sheets and warm your blankets when Millstone’s out, too? Yet that never bothered Happy, who just laughed and let it go. 


After the harvest, the fare at Millstone’s house improved.  That day at noon, Millstone’s wife mixed a full table’s worth of noodle dough, and after rolling it out didn’t cut it into wide strips as she usually did, but laid the rolling pin down as a guide for the knife and sliced the noodles out long and thin, then pinched them into bowlfuls and left them on the table while she went into the garden.  She picked hot green peppers, dug up a scallion head and put them down together, went over to Stargazer’s next door to tell him to send Happy home when he passed the corral, then returned to the kitchen and started a fire. 


Happy set off home, but he ran into Short-noodle on the way, who pulled him aside and started going on about his problems at home. Happy stopped him short: “Brother, I’m going home for lunch. The lady’s already got the noodles cooking. Come to the corral after you eat and tell me all about it!”  Short-noodle replied, “How did you get so lucky?”  But he let him go.  Happy turned into the alley and saw smoke rising from his chimney; even the thickest black smoke, once it passed the treetops, changed into a dazzling blue the color of clouds.  The neighbor’s dog sat in the middle of the alley and barked at him loudly.  Happy paid no attention, and stepped to the left to go around it; but the dog moved left to block him, still barking.  Happy stepped to the right; the dog moved back to the right.  “Damn dog, right in the middle of the road,”  Happy grumbled.  “Wow-wow, wow-wow-wow-wow-wow!” the dog replied. Happy couldn’t understand what the dog was saying, and stepped forward again.  The dog jumped up and bit him.  Angered, Happy bent down and picked up a rock, and only then did the dog run off. 


Happy got home just as the noodles were getting done.  He said he’d wait for Millstone to eat, but his nephew’s wife replied, “Don’t even know when Millstone’s getting back, go ahead and eat.”  Happy had a big appetite, and he was served his noodles in a small wash-basin instead of a bowl.  He took a basin-full of noodles, mixed in the peppers and scallions and went out to squat by the dooryard and eat.  Young Half-stick, passing by the front door, looked in and said, “Wow. You’ve got a good appetite, Uncle, to be able to eat all that!”  

“If I had waited any longer, I was gonna starve!” Happy replied. 


“And long noodles, too. Life is good!”


“Life is good, Half-stick. That is what it is.” 


Millstone came back eventually, got himself a bowl of noodles and sat on the kang
 with his wife, who served herself last.  “How are the greens?” she asked. 


“Good.  The peppers have some kick to them.” 


“Doesn’t matter how busy you are, you need to come back for meals,” said his wife.


“No kidding,” cut in Happy from the courtyard.  “I met Short-noodle on the way back today, he tried to give me the whole long story about his family, I told him that not even the end of the world could get in the way of lunch!” 


“All right, all right,” Millstone agreed.  He looked over into his wife’s bowl and discovered that she was drinking broth without noodles.  “Get yourself something solid.  The harvest is in, it’s not like we don’t have enough.” 


“Make sure the two of you have enough first.  You burn a lot of energy working outside. I’m inside all day.  It would be a waste for me to eat noodles.”  

Suddenly there was a shattering noise. She looked up.  “What was that? Who dropped a bowl?” Millstone felt a little uneasy, so he got up with his noodles and went out to the courtyard, where he saw his uncle lying flat on the ground, the basin broken into three heavy pieces at his feet.  

“Uncle!  Uncle!”  White foam was pouring from Happy’s mouth and he was completely unconscious.  Millstone yelled for his wife.  She came out, and was so scared by the sight she started crying.  “Go get the Party Secretary!” he ordered her. By the time the Secretary got there, a crowd of people three or four deep had already gathered, some of them pressing acupoints, others letting blood. “Whatever it is,” the Secretary said, “it’s come on him quick. Get him to the health center in town, now. Get Big Ditch! Get Big Ditch!” Someone in the crowd piped up, saying that Big Ditch had gone into town and wouldn’t be back for a couple of days.  “Son of a bitch,” cursed the Secretary, “is the hand tractor around?”  It was.  “Then get Baldy over here and have him drive him over! Do it now!” 

Millstone’s wife went back into the house, pulled the comforter off Happy’s bed and brought it outside. She spread it on the ground and had people from the crowd lift Happy onto it, all the while whimpering, “Uncle, Uncle, what’s wrong? Uncle!” 

Baldy finally ran over.  “Do you really need me here?”  The Secretary glared at him; he shut up and went for the hand tractor.  Baldy drove the tractor into the courtyard and the crowd lifted Happy onto the bed.  Happy had a big frame, and just as they were cornering him in there Millstone ran into the house and came out with a large, rectangular stone, which he wedged under Happy’s head like a pillow.  “You’re putting that under his head?” asked the Secretary.  “Uncle always slept with this stone,” Millstone replied.  “He said it was cool and didn’t hurt the eyes, and it got softer the longer you used it.”   “How could a stone possibly get softer? Go get him a pillow!” 

Millstone went back and grabbed the lover’s pillow from his own bed.  It was shiny with hair oil, and he beat it a few times to clean it off.  Yet just then his stomach started to hurt; the color immediately left his face, his legs turned to water and he sat down nerveless on the ground.  “Ah, Millstone’s got it too?!” exclaimed the crowd, as some of them grabbed him by the arms and lifted him up. Now his wife was leaning against the doorframe, her eyes closed and gasping, “I’m getting dizzy too!” The crowd was starting to panic, people were crying out and no one knew quite what to do.  “What else is there?” exclaimed the Secretary.  “Get them all on the tractor and send them to town!”  So Millstone and his wife were put in the back next to Happy, a few other villagers jumped in beside them and the hand-tractor sputtered off toward town. 
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� A traditional countryside bed that contains a small fireplace beneath it. The word kang seems to be used commonly in English translations. 





