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The field in March was covered with greenness, like a coat of lichen overlaying every inch of the ground. The grass could not emerge from the ground unless it had passed through twists and turns. The burst seeds were budding from the shells, out of the earth by more than one inch. A child cowherd found sprouts when he was lifting tiles beneath the wall, and he told the good news to his mother as soon as he got home, “The grass is sprouting!”

“Oh, it is growing under the sunshine!” she replied cheerfully.

Children excitedly picked up the white, round stone-like seeds of penthorum rolling on the ground. Dandelions were germinating, sheep bleating, and crows flying around poplar woods. It was getting warmer and warmer and the days seemed to become lively. Poplar catkins were flying in the sky like cotton, and people had to catch some of them when they were walking on the street - the catkins were falling on their shoulders.

The grass and cow dung on the street were emitting strong smells. Stones were hurled at ships and the thumps could be heard from afar. Overlapping blocks of river ice were rushing downwards and some crows were standing on the ice and foraging for either fish or hibernating frogs.

In spite of unexpected warmth, cold weather would strike the town sooner or later. The spring swept through the streets powerfully, making this place festooned with snow-like catkins falling everywhere before elms turned yellow. Spring came. Everybody seemed to have been waiting for an exciting event to be held tonight - to set the spirit free. The smell and the atmosphere of the season was calling everybody’s soul enchantingly.

I guessed Aunt Emerald had been in love with one of my cousins. An aunt is the sister of one’s mother, but my above-mentioned aunt was the daughter of my stepmother’s stepmother, and there was no blood relationship between her and my stepmother - my grandmother remarried my grandfather after she had become a widow, and Aunt Emerald was her daughter during her first marriage.

Aunt Emerald was about eighteen or nineteen, two years older than her sister. Aunt Emerald was not gorgeous, but she was slim, with a calm, pretty gait and a clear, placid tone of voice. Whenever she reached out for a cherry, her fingers would hold the fruit carefully lest she should harm it. When someone called her name behind her, she would stop if she was walking; if she was eating, she would put the bowl and chopsticks down on the table, turn her head without moving the rest of her body - she would close her mouth, holding back her words.

Her younger sister, whose name had slipped my mind, was quite different from her and often talked and laughed loudly. What’s more, she was such a blindly fashionable girl that she would have gaudy, trendy cloth made into clothes as quickly as possible and wear them just like the other girls did. When she visited her relatives and was flattered by them for her dress, she would flaunt it and say in smug satisfaction that she had made two identical dresses and given the other one to her sister.

There was no girl of the same age to be my playmate in my grandfather’s family, so whenever I visited him, my grandmother would ask Aunt Emerald to stay with me. She lived in the backyard of my grandfather’s house. Through one plank wall set between the houses, she could hear my grandmother’s calling. No door was installed to connect the two courtyards although there was only one plank wall, so Aunt Emerald would have to go to the street and enter through the main gate. She usually said hello to me through a gap in the wall, and then she returned to her bedroom and dressed up, and walked a long way to get to her mother’s house. She liked me. I was allowed to receive education, but she wasn’t. She considered that I was cleverer than her, so she often talked with me and asked my advice. I stayed overnight in my grandfather’s house, and she stayed with me. After we lay down on the bed, we would spend the rest of the night chatting.

We had a lot of topics to share, such as the colour and material of clothes, and walking speed. After she bought a brooch in the daytime, she would show it to me at night and ask me if it was beautiful. About fifteen years ago the locals did not know how the people in the other places dressed up a lady. But in this town a shawl was a fashion: blue, purple, or other colours; but the most fashionable one was jujube red, which was commonly seen on the street. There were many red and green shawls, but the jujube red prevailed.

Nearly every girl and woman wore a shawl, including Aunt Emerald, her younger sister, and my female classmates. Even my plainly-dressed grandmother had a shawl about her shoulders. It was a blue one - she was not as trendy as the young women to wear a jujube red one.

What’s more, chenille shoes were also popular at that time. Aunt Emerald’s sister rushed to buy one pair of such shoes and wore them. She would have fashionable clothes and shoes anyway, and she did not care about whether they suited her or not. She just did what most girls did. She trotted on the floor with her new shoes, but soon one of the decorative small plush balls loosened and swung upward, and it would have fallen off the shoe if it had not been connected with a string. Well, it looked like a large jujube dancing on her foot - her shoes were jujube red. Our cousins laughed that her beautiful shoes did not turn out to be pleasant after she wore them.

By contrast, Aunt Emerald would rather keep hesitating for some time whenever new goods were available than urgently buy them. Perhaps she liked them, but she would hide her fondness and pretend to dislike them. After many people had bought popular goods, she started to be willing to join them. Before she bought the chenille shoes, she asked my advice at night. I told her the shoes were so attractive that many of my classmates had worn them.

The next day Aunt Emerald invited me to go shopping with her, but she did not tell me what she would buy. After we browsed in a shop for a while, she mentioned the chenille shoes. We went to several shops, but we were told the chenille shoes had been sold out. I knew that was the excuse cooked up by the owners of the shops - plenty of products were to be sold, but the one you wanted to buy was unavailable.

“We may go to other shops, Aunt Emerald,” I suggested. “And you can buy your favourite shoes.”

We went downtown by carriage from my grandfather’s house, and we got off when we saw the first shop. We had paid the fare and we would hail another carriage after we finished shopping. But we had no idea how much time we would spend on shopping. We would purchase some good products although we did not need them now; or we would shop as long as possible although we had bought all the things we needed; or we failed to buy the necessary shoes but a heap of unnecessary things.

Today we let the carter leave to pick up more passengers. The practice in my hometown was different from that of in big cities. After you paid the fare, the carter would wait for you outside the store instead of carrying other passengers. After you finished your business and walked out of the store, the carter would let you sit in his carriage again.

We entered the first shop and we were told the chenille shoes were unavailable. We did not leave at once; instead, we looked at silk fabrics and wool fabrics, but we were not interested in cloth. Whenever mothers shopped, they usually bought piece goods to be made into bed sheets and cotton-padded coats. Well, that was not our business. Mothers did not go shopping for one month. But when they entered a store, they would purchase affordable and good things - in winter they would buy flowered muslin to be used in summer. In comparison, we went to different stores everyday for trendy, attractive products even though they might be expensive, but we would not buy things for storage just like mothers did.

One day Aunt Emerald and I bought a lot of lace decorated with sequins or artificial gems, and we hadn’t decided what kind of clothes would need the lace. Perhaps we just bought it on a whim, not for making clothes. We were excited when we chose it and both of us liked it. After we got home and showed it to our relatives, their critical remarks weakened our excitement. We had to snatch the lace from other’s hand, wrapped it up hurriedly and argued awkwardly: “You don’t have a good eye for good things. A red pleuche coat embroidered with dark artificial gems will be made, and it will be given to a friend as a gift.” In fact, we were wavering inside, and we would never show our favourite things to others again.

There were a limited number of shops in the town. We became worried when we found the chenille shoes were unavailable in some stores. We went to other stores with fast footsteps, and there were only two or three small ones left which did not provide sufficient goods and which we seldom went to. We decided to try them out. We entered one of them and saw three or four pairs of chenille shoes with unattractive colours and unsuitable sizes. Aunt Emerald, however, wanted to buy one pair although she did not like the products very much. I wondered why she would do it and I had her take my advice. At last she did not buy the shoes and we went home.

After several days the chenille shoes slipped my mind, but Aunt Emerald said she wanted to buy them again. Now I could understand her secret - she
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