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Taboos of the Immortals

There were two “immortals” in Liujiayao Village: one was Second Kongming from the Front Hamlet, and the other was the Third Fairy Aunt from the Rear Hamlet. Second Kongming was also called Second Zhuge. His original name was Liu Xiude. He had once been in business, and whenever he lifted a foot or moved a hand, he had to consult yin and yang, the Eight Trigrams, and check whether the day was auspicious or inauspicious.

The Third Fairy Aunt was the wife of Yu Fu from the Rear Hamlet. On the first and fifteenth day of every lunar month, she would cover her head with a red cloth, sway back and forth, and pretend to be a heavenly deity.

Second Kongming had a taboo against “unsuitable days for planting,” while the Third Fairy Aunt had a taboo called “the rice has gone bad.” There were two small stories behind these taboos.

One spring, there was a severe drought. Not until the third day of the fifth lunar month did it finally rain—just enough to measure four finger-breadths. On the fourth day, everyone rushed to plant their fields. Second Kongming checked the almanac and calculated with his fingers, then said, “Today is not suitable for planting.”

The fifth day was the Dragon Boat Festival. He never did any work on that day, nor did he plant anything. The sixth day was an auspicious day, but unfortunately the ground had already dried out. Although he barely managed to plant his four mu of millet, less than half of it sprouted. Later, it did not rain again until the fifteenth. By then, others were already hoeing their crops, while Second Kongming was still in the fields with his two children, replanting the empty patches.

One day, a young man from a neighboring family ran into Second Kongming on the street at mealtime and asked, “Old man! Is today suitable for planting or not?” Second Kongming shot him a glance, turned his head, and walked away. Everyone burst into laughter and took it as a joke.

The Third Fairy Aunt had a daughter named Xiao Qin. One day, Jinwang’s father went to the Third Fairy Aunt to ask about an illness. The Fairy Aunt sat behind the incense table chanting, while Jinwang’s father knelt in front listening. Xiao Qin was only nine years old that year. At noon she was cooking rice and had already put the rice into the pot. Hearing her mother’s chanting sound pleasant, she stood by the table listening for a while and forgot about the cooking.

After a moment, Jinwang’s father went out to relieve himself. Taking the opportunity, the Third Fairy Aunt said to Xiao Qin, “Quick, go scoop up the rice! It’s gone bad!” Unexpectedly, Jinwang’s father heard this. When he returned home, he spread the story around. Later, some people who liked to joke would deliberately ask others whenever they saw the Third Fairy Aunt, “Has the rice gone bad?”
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The Origins of the Third Fairy Aunt

The Third Fairy Aunt had been “possessed by spirits” for a full thirty years. At that time, she was only fifteen and had just married Yu Fu. She was the first truly pretty young bride in both the Front and Rear Hamlets. Yu Fu was an honest young man who hardly spoke a word and only knew how to toil stubbornly in the fields. His mother had died early, and he lived alone with his father. Whenever the father and son went out to work, the house was left with only the new bride inside.

The young men of the village felt that the new bride was too lonely, so little by little they began coming to keep her company. Before long, a large group had gathered, laughing and joking together every day, making a lively scene. Yu Fu’s father saw that things were getting out of hand. One day, he lost his temper and scolded them fiercely. Although he managed to drive the outsiders away, the new bride began quarrelling with him instead.

She cried for a whole day and night, neither combing her hair nor washing her face, refusing to eat, lying on the kang, and unable to be roused no matter who called her. The father and son were at their wits’ end. A neighboring woman invited a spirit medium to their house. During a séance, the medium declared that the Third Fairy Aunt had attached herself to the bride. The bride herself then began mumbling and chanting, calling herself a deity this and a deity that. From that time on, she would go into trance on the first and fifteenth day of every lunar month. Others began burning incense for her, seeking wealth or cures for illness, and thus the Third Fairy Aunt’s incense altar was established.

When young men went to the Third Fairy Aunt’s place, it was said they were going to consult the spirits, but in truth it was more like going to admire a sacred image. The Third Fairy Aunt secretly understood their thoughts. She dressed in newer and brighter clothes, combed her hair more smoothly, polished her ornaments until they gleamed, and applied her face powder more evenly. It was impossible for the young men not to follow her around.

These were events from over thirty years ago. The young men of that time now all wore beards, and most had households full of sons and daughters-in-law. Except for a few old bachelors, almost none of them still had the leisure to visit the Third Fairy Aunt. She, however, was different from the rest. Though already forty-five, she insisted on remaining a “late-blooming beauty.” She still embroidered flowers on her small shoes, trimmed her trouser legs with edging, and when the hair at the crown of her head fell out, she covered it with a black handkerchief. Unfortunately, no amount of face powder could smooth out the wrinkles on her face, making her look as though a donkey’s droppings had been dusted with frost.

With her old admirers no longer coming, and the few old bachelors failing to satisfy her, the Third Fairy Aunt gathered a new following—this time a group of children, even more numerous and livelier than her admirers of the past.

What power did the Third Fairy Aunt possess that allowed her to win over this group of youngsters?The secret lay with her daughter, Xiao Qin.
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Xiao Qin

The Third Fairy Aunt had borne six children in all, but five of them died before reaching adulthood. Only one survived—a daughter named Xiao Qin. When Xiao Qin was two or three years old, she was already very bright and well behaved. The Third Fairy Aunt’s old admirers would take turns picking her up, one saying, “She’s mine,” another saying, “She’s mine.” Later, when Xiao Qin grew to five or six, she realized that these were not good words. The Third Fairy Aunt taught her to reply, “She’s your aunt.” After she said this a few times, no one mentioned it again.

Xiao Qin is eighteen this year. The village’s frivolous people say she is far better-looking than her mother was when she was young. The young men, whether they had business or not, were always looking for a chance to say a few words to Xiao Qin. When Xiao Qin went to wash clothes, the young men would immediately go to wash as well. When Xiao Qin climbed trees to gather wild vegetables, the young men would follow her to gather them too.

At mealtimes, neighbors would carry their bowls over to sit for a while at the Third Fairy Aunt’s place. Even people from the Front Hamlet, a full li away, did not think the trip far. This had been a custom for thirty years. But the young men’s enthusiasm like this had only appeared in the last two or three years. At first, the Third Fairy Aunt thought she still had the power to attract young men. After a long time, when they never truly drew close to her, she gradually saw through it and realized they were coming for Xiao Qin.

Xiao Qin, however, was not like her mother. On the surface, she chatted and laughed with everyone, but in fact she did not behave loosely with anyone. In the past two or three years, she had only been somewhat close to Xiao Erhei.

One summer morning the year before last, Yu Fu went out to the fields and the Third Fairy Aunt went visiting neighbors, leaving Xiao Qin alone at home. Jinwang came over, grinning, and said to her, “This is quite an opportunity, isn’t it?” Xiao Qin stiffened her face and replied, “Brother Jinwang, we should speak properly from now on. You’re already a grown man with a wife.”

Jinwang curled his lips and said, “Oh! Why pretend to be so proper? When Xiao Erhei comes, I guarantee you’ll soften right up. A little advantage shared around does no harm; if you want to be proper, then make sure your own cooking pot has no soot!” As he spoke, he grabbed Xiao Qin’s arm and whispered, “Stop putting on an act!”

Unexpectedly, Xiao Qin shouted loudly, “Jinwang!” Jinwang quickly let go and ran outside, muttering as he went, “Just you wait!” With that, he slipped away quietly.
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