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Ah, Fragrant Snow — -

Ah, Fragrant Snow

If trains had not been invented. if nobody had laid railway
tracks into remote mountains, small villages like Terrace Gully
would never have been found. The village and its villagers, in fif-
teen houses, hid in the deep wrinkles of an old mountain, silently
accepting the willful mountain’s tender caress and brutal temper.

But now, two slim, glittering railway tracks stretched over the
mountain. They bravely spiralled halfway up, then quietly felt
their way further, wound and curved before finally arriving at
the foot of Terrace Gully. Then they made their way into the
gloomy tunnel, dashed ahead to another mountain, and hurried
away into the mysterious distance.

The villagers jostled to watch the green dragon whistling past.
It carried an unfamiliar, fresh wind from some strange place be-
yond the mour:tains, and hastened away from poor Terrace Gul-
ly. It went at such a pace that the sound of the wheels rolling on
the tracks was like an eager voice: can’t stop, can’t stop! It had
no reason to stop at Terrace Gully. Did anyonc in the village need
to go on a long journey? Did someone from bevond the mountains
want to visit relatives or friends at Terrace Gully? Were there oil
deposits or gold mines? Terrace Gully had no power at all to in-
vite the train’; attention.

Nevertheless, a new stop was added to the railway timetable,

2
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Ah, Fragrant Snow

“Terrace Gully”. Perhaps some passengers had made a sugges-
tion, and one of them who had some influence was related to the
village. Perhaps the train attendant, a jolly young fellow, had
noticed the pretty girls of Terrace Gully. Every time the train
passed, they would come in groups, stick out their chins, and
stare at the train with greedy eyes. Some pointed at the train,
and occasionally you could hear coy screams when they poked
each other. Perhaps none of these was the real reason. Perhaps
Terrace Gully was just too small ~— so small it made your heart
ache, so small that even the gigantic dragon couldn’t bear to
stride proudly ahead without stopping. Whatever the reason,
Terrace Gully was on the railway’ s timetable now. Every
evening at seven o’ clock, the train from Beijing to Shanxi would
stop here for one minute.

One minute, so fleeting, vyet it threw Terrace Gully’s peaceful
evenings into disorder. It had been the custom in the village to go
to bed right after dinner, as though everyone heard the old
mountain’ s raute order at the same time. The small stretch of
stone houses would suddenly become completely noiseless — so
quiet that it seemed the village was silently confiding its piety to
the old mountains. But now, the girls of Terrace Gully served
dinner in a flurry, absent-mindedly grabbed a quick bite and,
soon as they put down their bowls, went straight to their
dressers. They washed off the dust and stains of the day, reveal-
ing their rough and ruddy complexions, combed their hair, and
then vied with one another in wearing their best outfits. Some

girls put on new shoes which they were supposed to wear only for
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Ah, Fragrant Snow

Spring Festiva:; others even secretly put a little rouge on their
cheeks. Then they ran to the railway, where the train passed.
Fragrant Snow was always first; her next-door neighbour, Frail
Phoenix, followed right behind.

At seven o’ clock, the train slowed down as it approached Ter-
race Gully, gave a loud crash and a shake, :hen stopped. The
girls rushed tcward it, their hearts thumping violently. As if
watching a mcvie, they looked into the cars through the win-
dows. Fragrart Snow hid behind her friends and covered her
ears. She was the first to come out of her house to watch the
train, but retreated when it arrived. She was frightened by its
gigantic head. The monster spurted out magnificent white
smoke, as though it could suck Terrace Gully into its stomach in
one breath.

“Fragrant Snow, come here!” Frail Phoenix dragged Fragrant
Snow to her side. “Look at those golden rings in that lady’ s
hair. What do you call them? It’s the lady in the back seat with
that big round face. Look at her watch, it’s smaller than my
nail! ”

Fragrant Snow nodded. At last she saw the golden rings in the
woman’ s hair and the tiny watch on her wrist. But soon she
found somethirg else. “A leather schoolbag! " She pointed to a
brown leather satchel on the luggage rack.

Fragrant Snow’s discoveries usually did not excite the other
girls, but they still rushed up around her.

“You stepped on my toes!” Frail Phoenix cried out and com-

plained to another girl who was pushing to the front.
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Ah, Fragrant Snow

“What a lcud voice! You want to show off so that white-faced
man will talk to you, don’t you?”

“I’ll tear your mouth off if you repeat that!.” Frail Phoenix
cried, but couldn’t help looking over to the gate of the third car.

The fair-skinned young attendant stepped down from the
train. He was tall and had jet-black hair, and spoke with a beau-
tiful Beijing zccent. Perhaps this was why the girls called him
“The Beijingese” behind his back. “The Beijingese” crossed his
arms on his chest, kept a distance neither too close to nor too far
from the girls: “Say, young ladies, don’t hold onto the win-
dows, it’s dangerous!”

“Oh, so we’re young; are you so old?” the bold Frail Phoenix
retorted.

The girls broke into laughter. Somebody gave Frail Phoenix a
shove, and it made her almost bump into him. Instead of embar-
rassing her, this boosted her courage.

“Hey, don’t you feel dizzy staying in that train all day long?”
she asked.

“What do you do with that thing hanging on the ceiling? It
looks like a broadsword, " another girl asked. She was referring
to the electric fan in the railway car.

“Where do you heat the water?”

“What if you run into some places and they haven’t got any
roads?”

“How many meals do you city people eat every day?” Fragrant
Snow asked in a small voice, hiding behind other girls.

“Bah, I'm at the end of my rope,” grumbled “The Bei-
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