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Chapter 1: The Loafer
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A long time ago, there was a good-for-nothing husband who mooched off his wife, his neighbors, and anyone else he could find.  His wife, who had married him based on a matchmaker’s recommendation, felt wholly cheated.  Not only was she the sole breadwinner, but she also had to take care of the children and handle all the household chores, while the loafer spent his days wandering around the village and dozing in the sun.

Fed up, one day she said to him, “I’ve worked my hands to the bone, and I have had enough!  Go learn a trade and support yourself because I won’t anymore!”

Sulking, the lazy husband left the house and did what he did best—nothing.  He wandered from one end of the village to the other, napped in the cool shade of a bamboo grove, and then roamed here, there, and everywhere. By late afternoon, he finally returned home but fearing his wife’s nagging, he hesitated to go inside right away.  Instead, he hid outside by the gate and eavesdropped on her.

“Here, take these rice cakes and share them with your siblings,” his wife, who had just returned from the market, said to one of the children.  “Leave one for your father in the rice bin.”

The happy child took the rice cakes and did as she was told.  Seeing food made the loafer happy. From the gate, he could already smell that ubiquitous, aromatic scent of banana leaf wrapped around glutinous rice and sweet mung bean filling.  Despite his mouth watering, he quietly walked back down the road, then strolled leisurely up to the house, pretending he had just arrived.  

His wife saw him and asked, “Well?  Did you learn a trade today?”

“Indeed, I did!” the loafer replied as he stepped through the shabby wooden gate.  “Heaven smiled on me!  I spent the entire day learning a one-of-a-kind skill from a truly great sage.  You wouldn’t believe it if I told you!”

“I bet,” his wife frowned.  “Tell me anyway.”

“Very well,” he said with a smirk.  Squaring his shoulders, he pointed to his nose and proudly declared, “Prepare to be amazed!  I am now a master of sniffing.  I can find anything that anyone is looking for—just by using my sense of smell!”

“You’re... kidding, right?” his wife scoffed.  “It’s fine to say that you’ll try again tomorrow, but don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not!  Promise I’m not lying!” he protested.  “Go on, ask me to find something.  I’ll show you what a master of sniffing can do!”

“Fine,” she said with an annoyed shrug.  “I bought you a rice cake.  Find it, and it’s yours.  Otherwise, I’ll eat it myself.”

“Watch me!” the loafer declared.  Closing his eyes, he jutted his nose upward and took several deep, exaggerated breaths.  He turned north, south, up, and down before finally exclaiming, “Aha! Found it!” 

Without another word, he walked straight to the rice bin, opened it, and pulled out the cake.  Grinning victoriously, the loafer wasted no time happily munching on the delicious snack.  As his wife stared questioningly, their conversation was interrupted by a neighbor.

“Excuse me, my dears,” the old lady said, her tone laced with concern.  “Have you seen any piglets around?  There was a storm, and six of them escaped.  I can’t find them anywhere!”

The wife’s eyes immediately rolled toward her husband.  The sarcastic expression in them said it all.  She walked toward the gate and invited the neighbor in.

“Did you know?  My husband is now a master sniffer.  He can find whatever you’ve lost with just his sense of smell.”  Turning to the loafer, she smiled.  “Go on, my dear husband, help our neighbor find her piglets.”

“What’s in it for me?” the loafer asked.  “My skill is unique in all the world.  Surely, talent like this doesn’t come cheap!”

“Oh, please help me!”  the neighbor pleaded.  “I’ve invested everything into these piglets.  If you find them, I’ll give you two—a male and a female—to start your own litter!”

The loafer thought it over for a moment before replying, “Very well.”

He squared his shoulders, jutted his nose upward, and took several deep, exaggerated breaths. He turned north, south, up, and down before finally declaring, “Found them!” 

The loafer led his wife and the neighbor straight to a lone bamboo grove.  As they approached a clearing, the noisy oinking of the piglets made the neighbor cry with joy.  Without hesitation, she rushed toward them.

“My piglets!  Oh, my dear piglets.  There you are!” 

The loafer smirked smugly.  Needless to say, his wife was speechless.  She looked at him for an explanation, but he simply pointed to his nose.  As for the neighbor, she was so thrilled that she eagerly fulfilled her promise, giving the couple two piglets before taking the rest home.

The loafer was very proud of himself—not for finding the piglets, but for fooling the two ladies.  What they didn’t know was that, during his earlier wandering, he had fallen asleep in a bamboo grove and had been woken by the noisy piglets. Assuming they belonged to a nearby swineherd, he had left in annoyance to find another place to sleep.

It was a lucky coincidence, and he figured the two unexpected yet welcome rewards were enough to keep his wife happy for a while. Certainly, it was enough for him to act pompous and get away with it.

The next day, he left the house under the guise of mastering his craft, while his wife went to work and the children tended to the piglets.  He wandered aimlessly from one corner of the village to another, stopped to watch the farmers in the fields, grew bored, and eventually found a cool, shaded spot to sleep.  After his nap, he circled the village once more before leisurely strolling home as the sun began to set.

Upon arriving at the gate, he was startled to find a line of people clamoring in the front yard. He attempted to tiptoe past them toward the back door, but the gate creaked, drawing their attention. In an instant, they surrounded him. Panicked, he bolted into the house and slammed the door shut.

Heaving a sigh, he asked his wife, “Who are all those people?”

“Where have you been?” she demanded.  “The neighbor told the entire village about your exceptional sniffing skills!  Now, everyone out there wants to hire you—they’re willing to give us a portion of whatever you find!  Our family will finally be provided for!”

“Are you serious?”

Despite his wife’s happy musings, he nervously scratched his chin.  This sniffing ruse was supposed to keep him from working, not force him into business.  Besides, finding the piglets had been a fluke—what were the chances of locating anything else?

“I’m not sure about this,” he mumbled, shifting uneasily.

“What do you mean?  Isn’t this your talent?  Go out there and help them!” his wife insisted.

Grumbling to himself, the agitated man sluggishly opened the door.  Before the crowd could storm in at once, he held up both hands and took a deep breath.

“I know you all want to find something, but let me be clear,” the loafer declared.  “My skills do not come cheap.  I want half the value of whatever I find—nothing less.  If that’s agreeable, then form a line.  Also, I spent the entire day mastering my craft, so I may be a little stuffed up.  If I can’t sniff it out right now, you’ll have to come back tomorrow.  Now then, who’s first?”

Looking at one another, the villagers grumbled at the unreasonable demand.  More than half of them left.  The loafer had hoped they would all leave.  Those who stayed had more substantial and precious things to find and willingly complied.  To everyone’s amazement—and mostly his own—the master sniffer knew the exact location of everything that was lost.

As it turned out, spending all day wandering aimlessly had allowed him to stumble across random, unexpected things.  For example, the missing chickens were feeding in the grass fields.  The missing ducks were in an isolated pond past the bamboo grove.  The missing cat had run off with a stray and had a litter of kittens in the woods.  At a husband’s request, he even found the wife’s missing affection, which were left with the husband’s best friend—who happened to have climbed out of a window right in front of the loafer while he was on his way home.

From then on, life became easier.  The loafer went out each morning, did his usual rounds, took mental notes of interesting things and events that might be useful, napped in a cool spot, and then went home.  Whenever someone needed help, another sum was added to the family’s savings.  His children praised him, and his wife no longer nagged him.  Life was sweet.
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Chapter 2: A Small Fortune
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“He really is amazing!  Everyone says so, even the well-to-do women who used to turn up their noses at me.  I knew he was a talented man.  All it took was for him to find the right trade.  What luck to have him for a husband!  What a great blessing!”

The loafer’s wife was so overjoyed that she couldn’t contain her excitement and went home to relay the recent events to her parents.  Her mother was pleased that her life had finally become easier, but her father wasn’t convinced.  While leaning against the chaise, he rhythmically tapped a fan to his chin, his lips pursed.

“That fool couldn’t find his own hands in the dark,” he muttered.

“Don’t say that about my husband!” his daughter rebuked.  “Truly, my husband can find anything.  Don’t take my word for it—test him and see for yourself!”

“Maybe I will,” her father scoffed.  “I’ll tell you what.  In the orchard behind this house are three rows of peach trees.  My life savings are buried underneath the peach tree on the right in the middle row.  If your husband can sniff it out, I’ll gladly share half of it.”

Excited by the prospect of a small fortune, the loafer’s wife grinned and readily agreed.  However, her father posed one caveat, as he couldn’t trust her not to reveal the fortune’s location to her husband.  Thus, he intended to challenge the master sniffer directly
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