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All the Colours of the Rainbow

All the Colours of the Rainbow

In a big world like this, wonders never cease. That’s what
makes life so complicated.

Let’s have a look at the entrance to the No. S Iron and Steel
Plant one spring morning in the early eighties.

This modern plant built in the seventies was virtually sur-
rounded by a free market — a result of the boom in the country-
side. At the foot of its front wall, there were baskets, carts and
stalls displaying millet, lentils, turnips, Chinese cabbage and all
manner of merchandise. The pedlars’ shouts woke up this city of
iron and steel and drowned the roaring of the furnaces. The
workers in the plant’s living quarters no longer relied on alarm
clocks because the hucksters’ shouts always got them up in time
for the morning shift. And housewives could take their pick of
snacks, fresh vegetables, live fish and shrimps. So long as you
had money you could buy whatever you fancied. Inside the plant
production had slumped, while the peasants outside were doing a
roaring trade. They had surrounded the state-run iron and steel
plant, and could make as much in one day selling crabs as a

worker’s weekly pay. However, the workers were glad to give
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All the Colours of the Rainbow

their cash to those pedlars, even though their wares were expen-
sive. It was better than having nothing to buy with their money.
Though the plant’s output was low, the workers were not short
of money, for their purchasing power had gradually risen. Eco-
nomic laws, like a humorous, clever magician, have played this
trick on us in recent years so that we are forced to acknowledge
their existence.

There was a commotion in front of the plant’s main gate, the
centre of the market. Apart from vegetables, flapjacks, fritters,
roasted peanuts and boiled beans were being sold. Business in this
little square was particularly good before it was time to clock in.
The plant’s security section had made a rule that no one should
block the entrance. A way must be kept clear for trucks and
cars. But eager to sell their wares the peasants edged forward,
and as a result the passage kept narrowing. Prices also kept
changing. Whoever knew how to manipulate them could make a
small fortune.

But today a tall young man had attracted most of the cus-
tomers. He did not look like a dusty, dirty peasant from the
country of a greasy costermonger. He had clean hands, a clean
face, shining eyes, and wore a large gauze mask over his mouth.
With his white oversleeves, white apron and white cap, he ap-
peared like a first-class chef of a big hotel, graceful and elegant.
His appearance alone made him stand out at the market. He had
an assistant of about his own age but very different from him, a
burly fellow with big hands and big feet. The flatness of his

long, lean face was somewhat redeemed by the large sun-glasses
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All the Colours of the Rainbow

perched on his nose. The tufts of hair sprouting from his ears
were partly covered by the long hair over his temples. He looked
a tough customer in a cream-coloured cardigan and a tight pair of
light brown trousers. He sauntered about till he found an ideal
spot just in front of the p‘lant'siehtrance. But a peasant of fifty
was selling eggs there.

“How much a catty?” he came up to him and demanded in a
harsh voice.

The man looked up and was dismayed to see such a fellow tow-
ering above him. What foul luck, he thought, meeting a cus-
tomer like this first thing in the morning. Yet he couldn’t afford
to offend him. He had to be careful. With a smile he replied,
“Want some eggs? One yuan a catty. ”

“Too expensive!” Flat Face reached out, picked up two eggs
in each hand and began rolling them round like an old man play-
ing with two walnuts. “Fresh? Cheating . people with rotten
eggs!” While speaking, he fixed his eyes on the peasant. When
the latter turned to attend to his other customers, he slipped the
eggs into his trouser pockets. With a whistle, he then picked up
another four eggs and rolled them around in his hands.

A middle-aged woman behind him was startled to see all this.
She was on the point of denouncing him but his truculent ajr
made her think better of it. Why ask for trouble?

However, the thief would not leave the peasant in peace. With
a jerk of his aggressive chin he roared, “lLook there, don’t you
see the notice issued by our plant’s security section? No one
should block the entrance. Get moving quick!”
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All the Colours of the Rainbow

The peasant smiled wrily and nodded. “It’s quite far from the
gate, and I'm not in the way of traffic or'anyone. ” ' '

“Quit that! Make it snappy! Buzz off!”

The young man with the white mask and apron étéﬁbed over to
intervene. “He Shun, ” he said, “let him stay here. We'll set up
our pitch just beside him. Anyone who wants to have pancakes
with eggs can buy eggs from him and pancakes from us.- That’s
killing two birds with one stone. We'll all do better business. ”
With that he parked his bike and on each:side of it drove into the
ground two posts, on which he balanced a board. On this he
placed a pan, some millet flour, a slice and brush. So the little
pancake stall began business.

He Shun put up a white sunshade of the type used by the traf-
fic police in summer. But now it was ch'illy spring and the sun
had not yet risen, so what use was a sunshade? First, it could
keep away mist and dust, second, which was rhore important, it
was eye-catching. He had also tied a twelve-foot bamboo pole to
the bike’s handle bars and on this hung a wooden board with the
big character: Muslim.

With his strident voice, accustomed to slanging matches, He
Shun started bellowing, “Hey! Come and buy! Pancakes and
fritters! Piping-hot and tasty! Good and cheap! Ten fen a pair
instead of twelve! We’'re not out to make a profit but to do our
mates a good turn. Come and have a taste if you don’t believe
me. One taste and you’ll be hooked!”

“Stop yelling, He Shun! Take the money and put on your
mask and cap. Take off your glasses and behave yourself. Don’t

8
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