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Wang Chunshen actually preferred the darkness. I mean, it was evening, right, and evening was supposed to be dark. Although the three-bed roadhouse was his operation, yet coming home every night meant that he’d have to see his wife’s and mistress’s faces; so, when he got to the door, he liked to take off the pipe at his belt and smoke a bowlful in the darkness. He sucked on his pipe and stroked the nose of the black horse out of habit. It had spent all day running back and forth with him, and he worried about it. The black horse knew it, too, and put its nose by his cheek as if to tell him it was willing to work for him. Wang Chunshen responded in a grateful tone, “That’s a good boy.”  After the tobacco was out, he unhooked the carriage and led the horse around to the stable behind the roadhouse. He struck a match to light the stable light, then made sure the horse had enough food and water before blowing the light out and heading inside. While there were often other horses in the stable—the guests’ property—Wang Chunshen never bothered to tie his black horse, as he knew a good horse wouldn’t go with a thief. 

Wang Chunshen’s wife was named Wu Fen, his mistress Jin Lan.  Judging by his financial and social position, he should not have had two women by his side. A houseful of wives and concubines was an extravagance belonging to the rich and powerful. Yet from the time she entered his door, Wu Fen clearly demonstrated she wasn’t fated to be a mother, her two miscarriages followed by barrenness. Wang Chunshen’s bedridden mother demanded she hold a grandson before she died, so to be filial, Wang had no choice but to take an official mistress. 

For a young girl, to be received as a concubine into even the most powerful household was something of a humiliation, let alone Wang Chunshen’s narrow home. The marriage ceremony ended up feeling like a funeral. The house obviously had a main gate, yet Wu Fen was adamant that a side door be cut in the wall and the carriage enter that way. Inside the carriage, Jin Lan, infamous as the ugliest woman in all of the Fujiadian district, wept like a fountain; she said that to for her to be paired with Wang Chunshen was like sticking a fresh flower on a pile of cow manure. And what exactly did this flower look like? A pair of crossed eyes, turned-up nose and long teeth that went everywhere. That she was short and fat we can take for granted; she also boasted a face-full of pockmarks. When she walked on the street, she scared small children all the way into the next district. 

Wang Chunshen entered the bridle chamber like he was going to his own execution. Just as he blew the lantern out and went to work making a baby with Jin Lan, Wu Fen knocked on the window and said that she’d seen a snake by the water basin and wouldn’t he go catch it.  Wang’s mother came out in a fury, stamping with her cane and swearing at Wu Fen for being a disloyal woman and interrupting her son’s career. Wu Fen stood and cried outside the bridal chamber, while Jin Lan cried within it, saying that she was a flower among women, that even if she’d been in a brothel and had her virginity taken by a client, she’d at least be paid handsomely for it; but Wang Chunshen had taken the prize and all she got were a painful few minutes, how could she have been so terribly shortchanged. Wang Chunshen was so angry he wanted to kick her into the fireplace under the bed and burn her for wood. 

Wu Fen, it turned out, wasn’t lying: there really was a live snake about as long as a chopstick holed up near the water basin. As to how it got there, Wang Chunshen didn’t find out until two months later. That was on a trip to the barber’s, when he ran into Zhang Xiaoqian, the herbalist, and Zhang asked him whether or not the snake he’d sent over as medicine to cure his cold-wet disease had helped at all. Only then did Wang discover that, two days before he married Jin Lan, Wu Fen had gone to Zhang Xiaoqian to order a live snake, saying that Wang Chunshen’s leg was aching terribly and he needed snake to make an effective medicine, would Zhang Xiaoqian bring one over soon. Wang Chunshen heard this, and felt sympathy for Wu Fen; so, once Jin Lan was pregnant, he moved back over to Wu Fen’s room at night. Jin Lan, of course, was not to be screwed with; she knew what her husband and mother-in law feared the most, and knew what to do about it.  She drank cold water, climbed ladders to wash windows, split firewood with an axe, kicked anything she thought was blocking her way—in short, everything she could do to refuse peace to the child inside her. Wang Chunshen’s hobbled behind her all day, mortally afraid that she might have an accident.  Wang Chunshen ground his teeth, and moved into his mother’s room. 

Jin Lan gave birth safely—and to a boy, no less. The old woman was beyond herself with pleasure, while Wu Fen was so depressed she didn’t open her mouth for days. From then on, she and Jin Lan were opposite poles, fighting constantly and tormenting Wang to no end. He decided that if men were mountains, women were tigers, and no mountain could accommodate two tigers if it ever wanted to see a quiet day ever again. Slowly, Wang Chunshen began to lose his interest in his wives. 
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