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Chapter 16

A Good Son Waits Upon
His Father in Big Willow Village.
A Good Magistrate Encourages
a Poor Scholar in Yueqing County

When Kuang Chaoren saw his home, covering two paces in one he
hurried eagerly forward to knock at the door. At the sound of his voice,
his mother came out to welcome him.

“Is it you, son?” she cried.

“I’m back, mother!”

He put down his luggage, straightened his clothes and bowed to her.

When his mother felt his clothes and found he was wearing a very
thick padded jacket, a great weight was lifted from her mind.

“Since you left with that merchant over a year ago, I’ ve been eating
my heart out, ” she told him. “One night I woke up crying because I
dreamed you had fallen into the water. One night I dreamed you had
broken your leg. One night I dreamed that there was a big growth on
your face; but when you showed it to me and I tried to take it off, I
couldn’t. One night I dreamed that you came home and stood before me
in tears; and then I cried too until I woke myself up! One night I saw you
in a gauze cap and heard you had become an official. I laughed and said:
‘How can country folk like us become officials?’

“Then a man there told me: ‘This official is not your son. Your son,
however, has also become an official; but he will never come back to you
any more.’

“That made me cry again and I said: ‘If I shan’t be able to see him
again once he becomes an official, I’d rather he didn’t become one. ’ |
started sobbing so loudly that I woke up and woke your father too. He
asked me what was the matter; and when I told him the dream from the
beginning, he said I was crazy; but that same night he had a stroke which
left him paralysed all down one side. He’s sleeping now in the bedroom.”

Old Kuang in the inner room knew by now that his son had come back;
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and this gave him a new lease of life. Kuang Chaoren went in to him.

“Father!” he said. “Your son is back!”

Then he stepped forward and kowtowed. His father made him sit on
the edge of the bed while he told him the whole story of his troubles.

“After you left, your third uncle took a fancy to our house. I was
thinking of selling it to him, too, because I reckoned that even after rent-
ing rooms somewhere else we’d have a few taels left from the proceeds
to set you up in a small business after you came home. People told me:
“Your house is right next to his, so if he wants it you should make him pay
a few taels more. * But although he’s so rich he likes to drive a hard
bargain; and instead of paying more, he offered less than the market
price. He knew quite well, you see, that we had no rice left at home; so
he tried to cut the price. Well, that made me angry and I refused to sell;
but then he played a dirty trick on me by asking the former owner to buy
the house back at the original price. As you know, the former owner is
one of my uncles; and he took advantage of his position as an elder to
claim that his family property should never have been sold.”

“I said: ‘At any rate, you must pay me for the repairs I’ve done all
these years. 'But he wouldn’t hear of it: he insisted on buying it back at
the original price. We were wrangling that day in the ancestral temple,
and he even struck me; yet all the rich relatives supported him because
your third uncle had spoken to them beforehand. They accused me of
having no family feeling! Your elder brother was no use either: what he
said didn’t cut any ice. And I was so angry that I fell ill as soon as I got
home. After that, of course, things became even harder for us, until your
elder brother let himself be talked into accepting the original price for the
house and signed a receipt. They paid him the money in several lots, and
it was soon spent. Then he saw that things looked bad and talked it over
with his wife; and now they don’t eat with us any more. I’ve nothing to
give him and he’s working on his own, so I had to let him have his own
way. He takes his wares out every morning to one of the markets around;
but he doesn’t make enough to feed even the two of them. I lie here
getting worse and worse, and your uncle keeps trying to turn us out be-
cause he wants to repair these rooms. What does he care whether I live
or die? People come every few days to order us out, and we have to put
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up with their insults. We didn’t know what had become of you either;
and whenever your mother thought of you, she cried!”

“Don’t worry any more, father,” said Kuang Chaoren. “You must
rest quietly till you’re better. In Hangzhou I met a gentleman who gave
me ten taels of silver, and tomorrow I shall start working to support you.
If Third Uncle asks for the house again, you needn’t be afraid. I’ll an-
swer him.”

His mother came in to call him to a meal, and he followed her to the
kitchen where he bowed to his sister-in-law who offered him tea. After
drinking the tea and finishing his meal, he hurried to the market-place and
spent what remained of his travelling money on a pig’s trotter for his
father to eat that evening. No sooner had he returned home than in came
his elder brother, Kuang Da, with his pedlar’s kit. Kuang Chaoren bowed
and knelt down, but his brother raised him up and made him sit in the hall
while he told him of the hard times they had had.

“Dad doesn’t seem quite right in the head nowadays,” said Kuang
Da with a frown. “He won’t see reason. They want us to move out, but
he won’t give up the house; and so they take it out of me. You’re his
favourite; see if you can’t talk him round.”

This said, he carried his wares to his own room.

When the pig’s trotter was cooked, Kuang Chaoren took it with rice
to his father and helped him sit up. His son’s return had put the old man
in good spirits, and since there was meat that evening he made a hearty
meal. Then, taking what was left, Kuang Chaoren asked his mother and
brother in, and laid a table in front of his father’s bed for their supper.
The old man was pleased as he watched them eat, and Kuang Chaoren
sat with him till nearly ten, when he settled him comfortably for the night.
Last of all, he brought his own bedding and lay down to sleep at his
father’s feet.

The next morning he got up early, took the silver to the market and
bought about a bushel of beans and several pigs which he kept in a sty.
He killed one pig, cleaned it, cut it up and sold it during the morning; and
after that he made beancurd which he also sold. Then, having put his
takings under his father’s bed, he sat by the old man’s side and, to cheer
him up, described the scenery of the West Lake and the different sweet-
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meats sold there. He also repeated jokes he had heard in various places
until his father was laughing.

“I want to shit,” said his father a moment later. “Go and call your
mother back here.” His mother hurriedly came in to spread a nappy for
his father.

“Don’t do it like this any more,” said Kuang Chaoren to his mother.
“It’s not comfortable for father to loosen the bowels with a nappy under
him in a quilt. What’s more, You have to wash the stinking nappy every
day. I’'m afraid this may turn your stomach.”

“If only I could get up and go to stool all by myself!” said the old man.
“I have no other way out.”

“You don’t have to get up. ” said Kuang Chaoren. “I’ve got a way.”

He hurried to the kitchen and took an earthenware basin, filled it with
ashes and put it before the bed, then, he laid a bench beside the basin. He
got on the bed, helped his father move sideways towards the basin, put
his father’s feet onto the bench, and adjusted his buttocks right above the
ashes. Then, he himself knelt down in between his father’s feet, and put
the feet on his shoulders. In this way, he waited till his father finished
shitting; then moved his father’s feet to the bed. It’s really a good way
of defecating: no smell in the quilt! He moved the bench aside and poured
the ashes out side and, then, sat down before the bed.

In the evening Kuang Chaoren helped his father sit up again for sup-
per, then arranged him comfortably for the night, tucking his quilt around
him. This done, he fetched a big iron lamp he had brought from Hangzhou,
filled it with oil and sat by his father’s side to read essays. His father
could not sleep well at night because he kept hawking or wanting to drink
tea; so Kuang Chaoren read till after midnight in order to be at hand
whenever called. In the past nights, when the old man had a call of nature
he had to put up with it till daybreak when somebody came to give him a
hand. Now he had his son at hand to help him out whenever needed, he
felt relieved and had a better supper. He went to bed very late each night
and slept for two or three hours only, since he had to get up early to kill a
pig and grind beans.

Four or five days later Kuang Da came home early, bringing a pot of
wine and a chicken which he ordered his wife to boil to welcome his
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brother home.

“Don’t tell the old man,” he said.

Kuang Chaoren would not listen to him, however, but filled a bowl
with chicken for his father and mother; and the two brothers were eating
what was left in the hall when their third uncle came to demand that they
move out. Kuang Chaoren put down his wine and bowed.

“Well, well! So you’re back, eh?” said his uncle. “Wearing such a
thick padded jacket too! And while you were away you’ve learned to
scrape and bow with the best of them!”

“I have been so busy these few days since I came back, uncle, that I
haven’t been able to call to pay my respects. Please sit down and have
some wine.”

Their uncle sat down, and after a few cups of wine brought up the
subject of the house.

“Please have patience, uncle,” said Kuang Chaoren. “Since my -

brother and I are both at home, we don’t intend to go on occupying your
house for nothing; even if we can’t afford to lease a house, we can at
least rent a couple of rooms in order to leave this house to you. The thing
is that our father is ill just now, and they say that when a sick man is
moved: it holds up his cure. We are anxiously inviting doctors to cure
father; and if he recovers soon, we shall move at once. And if we hear
that his illness can’t be cured in a short time, we shall have no choice but
to look for rooms and move away. For if we go on living in your house,
uncle, not only will you be urging us all the time to move, but our own
parents will feel uncomfortable about staying.”

This frank yet polite way of talking left the uncle with nothing to say.

“We belong to one family and I don’t want to hurry you,” he replied.
“It’s just that all the repairs should be done together. If that’s the way
things are, you may stay here a little longer.”

“Thank you, uncle!” replied Kuang Chaoren. “I can promise you that
we won’t be too long.”

“Won’t you have another cup of wine?” asked Kuang Da as their
uncle rose to leave.

He declined, however, and went away.

Kuang Chaoren was soon doing a brisk business in pork and beancurd,
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